
Sound Wars
Piety, Ciuility, and the Battle for

Indonesian Ears

David Henley

I¡¡ rHs EARLy rwENTy-FIRsr CENTURy, one sound dominates Indo-
nesia's acoustic landscape as never before: the Islamic call to ptayer,
fiercely amplified by powerful loudspeakers, piercing the serenity of its
villages and drowning even the cacophony of its cities. Even among a
people tolerant of noise as of many other things, the zealous din of the
mosques has long been perceived by many as a challenge to anyone who
might contest the national trend toward assertive Muslim piety: dare to
object, and face the righteous anger of the pious. Thery in2012, vice
president Boediono surprised many by doing just that: publicly asking
Islamic leaders to turn down the volume. His successor, Jusuf lGlla,
has followed suit, and the debate on religious noise has become both
public and national. Has a turning point been reached in the battle for
lndonesia's acoustic environment? This paper discusses the emerging
debate, anaþing arguments made on both sides as a prelude to situat-
ing the controversy in the broader context of the development of civil
society and religious identity in lndonesia.

An Emerging National lssue, 2012-20.1 s
on27 Aprilz}rz,lndonesian vice president Boediono gave a speech at
the opening of a plenary congress of the national council of Indonesian
Mosques (Dewan Masjid Indonesia, DMI), ofwhich he was chairman.r

The DMI is a non-governmental, but strongly state-linked, institution founded in
1972to promote and supervise the development of Indonesiat mosques. It has
branches in every province and district (kabupaten) in the country.
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In the speech he touched on a range of topics, including the role to be
played by the country's almost one million mosques in'building the na-
tional character' - for instance, by setting an example with respect to the
cleanliness of their premises. One particular remark he made, however,
was to make waves in the public domain.

The Council [...] might also discuss [...] regulating the use of loud-
speakers by mosques. Nowwe all fully understand that the call to prayer
is a sacred call upon the Islamic community to fulfil its duty to pray.
Nevertheless, there are perhaps others besides myself who feel that
the sound of the øzan touches our hearts more deeply when it is heard
softly in the distance, than when it is too loud, too joltingr and too close
to our ears.2

Q-uickly picked up and circulated by the nation's media, the vice
president's comments evoked decidedly mixed reactions: sharp disa-
greement from some, who feared that Boediono might stir up unwanted
conflict, but cautious support from others, including liberal Muslims
who expressed relief that a public figure of Boedionot stature had finally
broached the taboo subject of excessive religious noise. ln an interview
with the EnglishJanguage Jøkarta Posú, Ahmad Suaedy, director of the
Wahid Institute, an NGO dedicated to promoting'plural and peaceful
Islam', praised the vice president's bravery in speaking up about what he
called'the elephant in the room'.3

Perhaps encouraged by Boediono's initiative, in December of the
same year (ZOLZ) a7í-year old man in Banda Acet¡ Sayed Hasan, filed
a lawsuit against officials of a mosque near his home for disturbing him
before dawn during the fasting month with pre-recorded preaching and

Qrran reading.a Following a heart attack two years earlier, doctors had
advised him to get plenty of sleep. Unable to do so and fearing for his

2. From the text of the full speech reproduced in DetikNews ('Ini pidatolengkap
Wapres Boediono soalpengeras suara masjid'),29 April
detik.corn /be rita / 19 04 I 62 /
èuärá-mâsiidl i (ác-ceiseðzo August 2015

3. 'YP "adzan'call generates mixed reactions',The løkørtaPost,28 LpriI2}l2. URL

4. Hery H. Winarne 'Gugat pengeras suara masjid, Sayed Hasan nyaris diamuk

http:/ /:'ww:helakariapogt.com/newsf 2012/ 04/25/yp-a,clzag.19a!;gene-Ì.?_tes:
n-rixed-reactiong htnll (accessed 20 August 2015).

massi, Merdekø.com, ló February 2013. URL: http:,//wwrv.merdeka.com/
perístiwa/gugat-pengcras-suara-rnasjid-sayed- hasan-nya ris-diamuk-mlssa.htm I
(accessed 21 February 2015).
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1 1. IchaRastika, JusufKallabentuk
June 2015. URL: http://nasic

lusuf l(alla,Ben hdr.'Iirn.Pantau.Sr

12. Resty -Armeni4 JK: kerusuhr

CNN lndonesia, 17 JulY 2015

20 | so7 L7 1 439 1 4 -20 - 66909 / iI
speaker/ (accessed 2 I October 2

13. Rohmatin Bonasir, 'MUI tela;

mengaji', BBC Indonesia,9 Jun
berita inclone sia/ 2015 I A6 / L50<

health, Hasan had first approached the imam of the mosque, without
result, and had subsequently appealed to the local consutt"ti* council
of Islamic scholars (ivtaleris permusyawaratan urama, Mpu) to issue a
fltwo (religious edict) disapproving of excessive loudspeaker use. But
despite collecting 30 supporting signatures from rike-minded neigh-
bours, once again Hasan drew a bl*b leading him to start regal action
instead. Two months later, in February 2013, he was forced tJabandon
this avenue too, withdrawing his compraint after facing death threats
from an angry mob and being reprimlnded in pubiiciy the depury
mayor of the cityfor'bringing shame on the people ofAcehrs From then
on nevertheless, the volume of the loudspeaker broadcasts in question
was reportedly turned down to half of their former rever, reading to
claims that a'rare victory'had been won against mosque noise.ó

on 8June 201s, Boediono's successor as vice presìdentrJusuf I(aila,
brought the still simmering debate to a boil orr.J-o." by iroporirrg u
ban on the broadcast via roudspeakers ofpre-recorded reaáing, fro- th.
Quran'7 The occasion was a speech by rãila to the Fatwa coämittee of
the Indonesian council of Isramic scholars (Maielis ulama hãorreria,
MUI)'' h it Kalla comprained on a strikingry personal note, of being
woken up at four otlock in the morning at his home in Makassar (soutñ
sulawesi) by recorded recitations brJadcast at high vorume by four
different mosques. such broadcasts, he decrared btintl¡ amounted to
hoise pollution' (polusi suara), and to disturb peopre's sieep with them

5' Anak Sumatera', ketika 'pengeras suara masjid berakibat mudharat,, sumøtera Kitablogspot, 23 January iorã 
.UnI- , ngp¡ilrgn1-o¡çr$i¡a,blogspo t.nt / Zat4 / 0r /ke,llk9;penge1a9;quala.praqji{:b.erakibei.itq1r G..;.;;ï S;;1#;;;;iSi: -.,

6' 'Indonesian wins rare victory, against noisy mosque] larcarta Globe, 26February2013' URL: http://jakartaglobe.beritasaíu..o*7rr.í,iu./indon.síor,-wins-rare-
vicfory3gajnstloi¡y- mosque/ (accesJed 2r aùguii 2oisi:. 

: ::.::-'^ "

":::!"P^rtl1::;2,,J* 
ti'::g 

tser mengaji diputar di masjid, sebabkan porusi suara,,
iuterqeKa.com, SJune 201S. URL: http://r,r,ww.merdeka.coln /peristiwa/ik_lara¡rg_
f llejlnensaiian-cti¡,utar-di-mas¡id-seËabkan-¡"ñ,.;;;;''i f;;ääj ìäsur,201s).

8' The MUI is a national council which issues non-binding but authoritativereligious edicts (t'atwa) on issues-of importance to the Muslim pouü.. roorra.a
as a parâstatal organization in 1975 under the auspices of the'Suharto regime,since democratization in l99g it has followed a more autonomous path. Thepreviously-mentioned DMI (council of Indonesi* M"rq";r)-ì, J"J or -""yMuslim organizations represented in the MUI.
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was sinful (berdosa).e Kalla said he particularly regretted the trend
toward acoustic competition between nearby mosçlues, resulting in in-
comprehensible overlays of mutually interfering sound.10

As a first step toward regulation, on 22June a'monitoringteam (tim
pemantøu) was formed, on l(allat initiative as chairman (like Boediono
before him) of the DMI, to report on the mosque noise situation in a

number of major cities.lr A fewweeks later, on 17 Jdy,the vice president
underlined his point by announcing at a press conference - prematurely,
in the view of some - that mosque loudspeakers had been at the root of
a violent local clash between Christians and Muslims earlier that same

day in the remote district of Tolikara in Papua.r2

Public Reaction, 2015

The MUI was at first divided by Kallat proposal to ban the use of pre-
recorded material, with some members opposed but others - including
the vice chairman, liberal intellectual Masdar Farid Masudi, of the tra-
ditionalist Islamic organization Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) - in support.t3

Ultimately, however, the Council not only refused to issue a fatwø on
the matter, but also made a critical statement declaring Kalla's mosque
noise study team 'unnecessary', asserting that the violence in Tolikara
had been 'triggered by non-Muslim radicals, not by the Islamic com-

9. Noor Aspasia, JK: hentikan rekaman pengajian yang diputar di masjidl
CNN Indonesia, 8 June 2015. URL: http:.1liwru'rnnir1d93e¡]a.go-m/nasion-
all20I50608 f 74500-20-58-í-62/jk¡h9nt!kan-rekaman-pengajiar-r-1-ang-diputar,
di-masjicl/ (accessed 26 October 20i5).

10. Rohmatin Bonasir, 'MUI telaah pengeras suara masjid dan pemutaran kaset
mengajil BBC Indonesia, 9June 2015. URL: ht-tp 1/ /"qn!Þb c co m/ind o n esia /

masjicl_ngaji (iicèsièd 2i öaóber

1 1. Icha Rastika, Jusuf Kalla bentuk tim pantau suara kaset pengajian', Komp as.com, 22

June 20 15. URL: h¡tp //19¡igng1.|<grnpas'c-om/read/ 20 15 / 06 / 22 / L7 47 167 t I
lgsqflfalll.pgntukllimÞanlau.S;**.ru'ól.iiütàþ (accesied 4 ñôvämbér z0is).

12. Resty Armenia, JK: kerusuhan ataragama di Tolikara disebabkan speaker',
CNN Indonesia, 17 July 2015. URL: l:ïp,1/yyy¡3{Jrc1o31egr3çoni/n_as-1913V
2ary07 L7 r439r+-20-66909 /,j\kerg¡uhan;ântallgajrîa-4i!olliqya;disebgþkan;
speiker/ (accessed 2l Öctober'2-015).issues non-binding but authoritative
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munity] and arguing that 'what is needed is to build up public awareness
of the need to live together in harmony, peace, and toleration - not to
monitor mosque loudspeakers'.la lncreasingly inclined since the fall of
the Suharto regime to act independently of government, the MUI had
also been highly critical of Boedionot remarks on mosque loudspeaker
volume in2}I2.1s

Among the leaders of other mainstream Islamic groups, reactions
were more guarded. The regional secretary of the NÇ Indonesiat larg-
est single Muslim organization, in its home province of EastJava said he
agreed with Kalla that restraint was needed in the use of loudspeakers,
particularþ with the non-Muslim community in mind. 'Let us avoid
presenting Islam] he commented, 'in ways that cause annoyance, such
as playing cassette recordings excessivelyl But at the same time he also
'regretted' Kalla's public pursuit of an outright ban on the use of such
recordings, arguing that this should be a matter for local negotiation and
discretion, depending on the composition and attitudes of individual
communities.ló Syafiq Mughni, senior leader of Indonesia's second larg-
est Muslim organizatior¡ Muhammadiyaþ agreed that mosque loud-
speakers create 'the potential for noise pollution] and that there was a

need to protect members of the public, 'particularþ those who are ill and
in need of rest, and non-Muslimsl Nevertheless he too declared himself
opposed to legislative interventior¡ arguing that the government should
first try to resolve matters by means of 'moral exhortation'.l7

Perhaps surprisingly, qualified support for Kalla's position also came
from the more radical end of Indonesia's Islamic spectrum. A spokes-

14. 'MUI: Tim Pemantau Pengeras Suara Masjid tidakperlu] Republikø,26Júy2015.
IIRL: clunia-ìslam/islarn-nusantara / ß / A7 / 26 /
ns1 1-mui accessed 19
October 2015
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15.'VP:"Adzaí'callgeneratesmixedreactions',TheJalcartapost,ZSAprll2}l2.URL:
http://ww¡v-t\ejakartapost.com/ne'r,r'sl2 012 /A4 /28 /vp-adzan-call-generates-
mixed-reacticrls.htrnl (accessed 20 August 2015). e

1ó. Ahmad Muhammad, 'NU minta pengurus masjid tak berlebihan putar ka-
set pengajian', Surabayanews.co.id, 1l June 2015. URL: http://gurabay11gw9,
co.id /20] 5 /06 / LI /2,5011 /nu-rninta-pengurus-masjid- tak-berlebilran-pu tar-
kaset-pengajian.hrml (accessed 20 August 2õ15).

17. Ahmad Muhammad, 'Muhammadþh dukung pembatasan speaker masjid]
Surabayanews.co.id, t1 June 2015. URL: http://surabayanews.co.id/ZAIS/
06 / 1I /25017 /muhammadiyrh-dukung-pemåataiariiÞeakér-m;iji4 ht''.'] (âiðéised
il octòueilors).
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man for Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia (UfI), a radical conservative group
committed to the pursuit of a legalistic religious and social orthodoxy,
remarked that although regulation by fatwa would in this case be going
too far, mosque officials must indeed remember that during the fasting
month Muslims have particular need of an undisturbed night's sleep

before rising earþ for their pre-dawn breakfast. rs Maman Abdurrahman,
chairman ofthe puritan reformist organization Persatuan Islam (Islamic
Union, Persis), also expressed agreement with Kalla, citing the need

to consider the interests of childrery the infirm, and ordinary working
people who must rise early to earn a living. 'This is a matter of civility
lødøb-ødøban)',he added, 'not a matte r of hølal or høram'.'e

Equally striking was the strongly contrasting reactions to Kallat ini-
tiative from non-Muslim groups and organizations, which either main-
tained (at least in public) a studied silence, or weighed actively in on the
side of Kallat critics. Within a day of the vice president's address to the
MUI, a spokesman for the Christian umbrella organization Alliance of
Indonesian Churches (PGI, Persekutuan Gereja lndonesia) had made

an announcement regretting Kalla's words and distancing the PGI from
any dissatisfaction over mosque noise, which he insisted was simply'not
a problem' for Indonesian Christians.zo The anxieties underþing this
ostensíbly tolerant stance will be discussed below.

Further criticism of IGlla came from political bodies with religious
portfolios or affiliations. In parliament, the standing commission for
religious affairs (I(omisi VIII DPR RI) described the vice presidentt
decision to create a mosque noise monitoring team as'disproportionate'
(terlaluberlebihøn), given that in an international perspective Indonesia

18. Utami Diah Kusumawati, 'Hizbut Tahrir setuju JK, mengaji mestinya tidak
bisingl CNN Indonesia, 9 June 2015. URL: httprllnrtw-cnn!nd9qe¡!1,cg¡n/
nasicrnal/20150609094100-20-55674/hizbut-tahrir-setuju-jk-mengaji-mestinya-
tidak-hrising/ (accessed 20 August 2015).

19. Helmi M. Permana, 'Ketua Umum PP amini pernyataan Wapres JK] Gala-

{asjid tidak pe rlu, Republikø,26!Ãy2015'
r/.{,rni.-ist"* /islam-nusaniar a / ß I a7 I 26 /
,, ,"""r; *nt¡"1-tidak pcllu (accessed 19

,ons', The J alcarta Post, 28 April 20 12' URL:

's I 20 12 / 04 I 28 / vp' adzan-call- generates-

;ust ZOrS).
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pst 2015).

medianews.com, l0 June 2015. URL: http;ll'1t'11w,ga19¡ne{lpew¡qory/l1clex,
ph¡r?rnenu=bandung-raya&id=2ó918&judul=kelua+rnrum-pp;arninìlpernyata;
an-wapres-ik (acessed 20 August 201 5).

ah dukung Pembatasan sPeaker masjidl

URL: tsl
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was already'a model of religious freedom'.21,\t the opposite end of the

spectrum of political respectability, the violent Islamist vigilante group

FPI (Front Pembela Islam, Front of the Defenders of Islam) declared

that Qrranic recitation, even when pre-recorded, is a source of divine

merit (pøhøIø), andthatKalla should have consulted fullywith the MUI
before (rather than after) making any personai pronouncement on the

subject of loudspeakers and recordings. The vice president, added the

FPI spokesman pointedly, 'is not an expert on religious matters'.22

Direct and more aggressive language can be found in some of the

individual comments posted in various electronic fora via which the

public debate on the topic has been continued. 'Evil spirits l¡in køfir)

and the Devil are much disturbed by the sound of holy verses from
the Qlran] remarked one commentator on a news report dealing with
Kalla's reaction to the Tolikara incident.23 Others felt impelled - or
empowered - to warn Kalla, a wealthy businessman as well as holder
of the second highest office in the nation, to put aside his worldly pride
and turn away from the temptations of wealth and power before death

and his creator caught up with him. The fact that the vice president had

dared to talk of Q¡rranic verses as 'noise pollution gave rise to particular
indignation.

It is alarming to hear a Muslim declare himself disturbed by the holy
verses of the Q¡rran being recited, and even more so to hear him
describe them as noise pollution, as if comparing them to billows of

21. 'Berlebihan, rencana pembentukan Tim Pemantau Pengeras Suara Masjid]

smoke or dust' IfYou are trulY aI

beg God for forgiveness''2a
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2015. URL: httP ://wwrv.rnerde

Republikø, 25 jÃy 201 5. URL: http' f /.y1y'y.republika co.id /beríta l ð'unia;islarr/
islam.nusantara/ l5/0'7/25/ns1brh301-bellebihan-¡.er1cana;pembentukau lirr-
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smoke or dust. If you are truly a Muslim, pøLJI(, then you should simply
beg God for forgiveness'.2a

In some cases, commentators who posted messages supporting
Kallat views became the targets ofvitriol themselves. 'I have never heard
of anyone being disturbed by the sound of a mosque, even if it does only
come from atape', snapped one zealot in response to a politely argued
posting on the proper and improper use of loudspeakers. 'The only ones
who are disturbed are devils [;bl;s] like youl2s

Historical Background

The (potential) public sensitivity of mosgue noise has long been
recognized by lndonesian governments. During the earþ and mid-
dle years of Suharto's authoritarian New Order regime (tl0S-tæA),
strict regulation was thought necessary in this area to avoid unwanted
tension befween Muslim and non-Muslim sections of urban society.
A Ministry of Religion ordinance from 1978 (Instruksi Dirjen Bimas
Islam Kep/D / L}l/78,I2Júy 1978) lays out clear rules for loudspeaker
use by mosques and prayer houses nationwide.26 Separate speakers must
be used for internal and external broadcasts, and internal speakers must
not be audible outside the mosque. External loudspeakers may only be

used, ( 1) if the interior of a mosque is full and a part of the congregation
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at the end of the fasting month) and Idur Adh; (forrr ri...rrirr" duyri;
(3) for the call to prayer (adzøn) five times each day; and (a) for euran
readings lasting at most 15 minutes immediately preceding'e".rr à*
(subuh) call to prayer' and at most five minutes i--"ãi"*i, preceding
each of the other four adzøn.No other readings, chants, p."yä., or ser-
mons may be broadcast from external speakers at any tirne, even during
the fasting month. It is interesting to note that the use of sound record-
ings-is not prohibited, although for the ødzanitself a recording may be
used bnlyif absolutely necessâry, (p. tZ9).

Technicall¡ this detailed regulation of lgzgis still in force today. yet
it long ago ceased to be consurted or implemented, and inJune 2015,
when Jusuf Kalla became the second vice president in three years to
raise the mosque noise issue, neither he nor the secretary generar of the
council of Indonesian Mosques was apparentry aware oiii"t a[.22 such
legislative amnesia is not unusual in lndonesia, where institutions often
have short memories and the importance of rules and regurations, as
compared to the practical needs of government, tends to be limited. tn
this case, however, it also refrects deep changes which have taken place
over the last 30 years in the spirit oflndonesian Islan¡ and in its relations
with other religions and with the state.

In the 1970s Indonesian Isram, despite its commanding demographic
position (the.t.r now, close to 90 per cent of the populatån called itself
Muslim), was in general colturaily unassertive, pãütically weaþ and
to some extent distrusted by government. In the r9g0s, influenced by
parallel developments elsewhere in the Muslim world, it underwent
a resurgence, Islamic awareness and observance intensifying mark-
edly across the country. Beginning i n 1990,this process receirreå official
sanction as the suharto regime cautiously began to embrace the Islamic
revival (vatikiotis lggg: 131-ß7).rfih" rriribl. signature of Islam,s
new assertiveness was the increasing popurarity among women of the
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jilbøb or head covering, its audible signature was the unrestrained blare
of religious noise.

Perhaps the best account of the role of these sounds as an incipi-
ent source of tension can be found in anthropologist Andrew Beatty's
(ZOO0) eye-witness description of the advance of orthodox Islam in a
remote East Javanese village during the 1990s. In the mid-twentieth
century this village, Bayu, had been dominated by the syncretic, tolerant

Javanese variety of Islamic practice known in the literature, following
Geertz (tløO), as øbøngan.In the 1960s, the prestige of abønganlslam
had already received a major blow due to the involvement of many of its
adherents with communism. Now it was under attack by self-righteous
men who proclaimed that only a rigorous, purified version of Islam was
worthy of the name.

To broadcast this message as loudly as possible, even against the will
of listeners, was for the reformists an inherently benevolent act, because
it spoke to the spiritual well-being of all Muslims, both in this life and
in the next. In Bayu as elsewhere, loudspeakers became 'the voice of
aggressive orthodoxy' (Beatty 2009:293), drowning out the dissenting
murmurs of an older, mystical, relativistic tradition which had always

disdained confrontatiory and which now increasingly lacked the con-
fidence to contest puritan assertions supposedly based directly on the
holy Qyran and other authoritative Arabic texts. Stones were thrown
at mosques and prayer-houses in the night, and a miniatwe coup d'étøt
by the village Islamists was averted; but the loudspeakers were silenced
only temporarily, and the advance of orthodox Islam continued.

In the cities, meanwhile, protecting non-Muslim sensibilities - even
those of the economically crucial ethnic Chinese business community -
was no longer a priority. On the contrary, government officials and poli-
ticians became much more concerned not to offend the newly assertive
elements of the Muslim majority by restricting their freedom to make
righteous noise. For self-identifying Muslims, indeed, responding in any
way to the challenge - or provocation, as many undoubtedly saw it - of
this noise was not easywithout appearingboth to insult the convictions
of the puritans, and to call one's own piety into doubt.

Non-Muslims, of course, were in most ways even more limited in
their options. Only in areas where Muslims were in a very small minor-
ity, such as Bali, did non-Muslims dare to place serious restrictions on

) \'7
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loudspeaker use by mosques (Pedersen 2014: tBS). Flowever another,
more widely feasible response, common among Christian church con-
gregations and also found among Balinese Hindus, was to engage

Muslims in a sort of acoustic arms race by making ever more religious
noise themselves.2s

The intensified use of mosque loudspeakers has become almost
emblematic of intrusive Islamic orthodoxy in lndonesia, engendering
reactions throughout the archipelago. [...] The escalation in use of
loudspeakers by Hindus is 1...] noticeable here, blaring [...] through the
night with manuscript readings for temple ceremonies, readings which
until quite recently sounded richly only throughout their immedi-
ate environs in less powerfully broadcast cadences. (pedersen 2014:
lss-18ó.)

This 'beat them at their own game'response to Islamic noise has

become very characteristic of predominantly christian parts of eastern
Indonesia, particularþ in sulawesi and the Moluccas. Here protestant

churches and their lay leaders have taken to using loudspeakers for
the broadcast of devotional and evangelical music, typically in sugary,
melodious forms, but at deafeningvolume, and often earþin the morn-
ing. Church announcements are also to be heard, and sometimes also
admonitions encouraging parents to ensure that their children devote
the necessary time and attention to their homework - education, per-
haps not coincidentall¡ being an arena in which eastern Indonesian

- christians are concerned to maintain their historical lead over their
Muslim neighbours. The acoustic war is largely undeclared; in public,
church leaders usually deny that their own noise is a reply to that of
Muslims. In private, however, they express their annoyance at the way
Islam has attempted (as they see it) to dominate the public soundscape,
and their determination to restore the only kind of justice they can by
filling the air with yet more noise.

Arguments for the Status Quo
Many Indonesian Muslims have a reflexive tendency to regard any an-
tipathy to sounds produced in God's name, especially recitations from

28. Ali Amin, 'Managing the holy noise pollution] The Jakarta Post,2 october 2015.
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the Quran, as impious. At the risk of over-interpreting the evidence, it
might be said that the inescapabre supremacy of rehgìous noise in the
human habitat is thought to mirror the inescapable pãwer of God him-
sel{' which is not something to be resented or.o-pi"irred about. some
of the strongest negative reactions to criticism of mosque noise seem to
be informed directly by this kind of sentiment.

ln addition, however, opponents of moderation - and, especiaily,
regulation - of religious noise also advance specific arguments, both
religious and secular, to support their position. on the ,"1igior* side, as
already noted in passing, one such argument is that recitati,ons from the
Quran are intrinsic sources of divine merit (Indonesian: pahøIa) for all
those who hear them. I(alla, in his statement to the MU! pre-empted
this objection by expressing the opinion that pre-recorded readings, at
least, could confer no such merit. 'Any pahøla to be had] he quipped,
'will be enjoyed by theJapanese, since the equipment is sure to be made
by sonyi2e But this view was criticized by a spokesman for the parlia-
mentary religious affairs commission, who opined that the benefits of a
Quran reading were unaffected by whether it was rive or recorded, and
that in any case pøhalawas God's business and not amenable to human
debate and speculation.3' The discussion did not become doctrinally
sophisticated, however, and did not connect with earlier debate on the
same topic among Islamic scholars, which has a history stretching back
more than a century.3l

Another religious argument for volume over restraint is that short
of direct compulsion, every action that might induce others to greater

29. Noor Aspasia, JK: hentikan rekaman pengajian yang diputar di masjidl
CNN Indonesia, 8 June 2015. /wr.r."v.cn nind onesia.com/ nâs1()n-
al/20 1 50608 174500-20-58562 / tar-

26 2015

30. Basuki Rahmat N., 'Komisi agama DpR kdtik JK soal pahala suara rekaman
mengajil CNN lndonesia, 9 June 2015. URL: http://y1111r9r¡¡linclonesia.com/
nasional,/20 t 50ó0908 l3s8_20_ss649llcornisi_againa_dpr_krúik_jk-soal_palrali_
si,ara-ieäiniil méngaji¡l(acéeisedrsñovernb.riot¡t'' 
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31' The question of reward for listeners to recorded Quranic recitation was debated
by Muslim scholars in Indonesia as soon as the fiÃt phonographs arrived there
at the end of the nineteenth century. one argument ãa"u"åaïy opponents of
recordjng was that it could not be guaranteed tiat the rituut .nl"r gålr"irring recital
from the Qrran had been followed during the recording session"(Kaptein 2014:
19 5-197 ; Suryadi 201+ 72-3).
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piety and prayerfulness is in their own interests, whether they think so

or not. It was in this vein that in the village of Bayu, by Beatty's account,
one Islamic prayer leader defended a colleague's amplified night-time
sermons.

"It is his duty to proclaim the message."

"Yes, but so loud?"

'As loud as it takes."

"What if the neighbourhood refuses?"

[...] "Then they are sinners and will pay in the afterlife. God counts up
all the unpaid prayers and exacts a punishment. But at least the lax will
get some benefit. They hear my sermon."

"You can t force people to pray!'

"Thatt right. It was the Prophet Muhammad himself who said, There
is no compulsion in religion But you can force people to listen." (Beatty
2009:277.)

By far the most common specifically cited argument for preserving
the current situation of absolute freedom to make religious noise, how-
ever, is the danger to public harmony, order and safety that would alleg-
edly be created by any attempt to limit that freedom. The remainder of
the present section discusses the ironic, but pervasive, public fear of the
consequences of offending the Islamic noise-makers themselves.

Not surprisingly, that fear has been strongest among non-Muslims.
The Alliance of Indonesian churches (nct) alluded to it in its alarmed
response toJusuf Kalla's statement on mosque noise inJune 2015.

For us the question of azøn noise or amplified Q.rran recitations is not
a problem, not a substantial issue. 1...] It is precisely this announcement
byJK that could be a trigger for unnecessary new problems. 1...] On
what basis would the Christian community wish to object? After all,
up to now we have always been used to hearing the sounds from the
mosques [...]. We have been able to live in this environment for so long,
listening to those recitations and calls to prayer at set times 1...]. itt not
a problem, it doesn t disturb us [...].r,
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34. Dieqy Hasbi Widhana, 'Dengar suara mengaji dari
tindakan MUI?l Merdeka.com, 9June 2015. URL
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So great is the reluctance to wake dangerous sleeping dogs in the
Islamic community that christians, Hindus-and otherieulioo, minori-
ties have remained largely outside the public debate o., ,iorq.r" noise,
most of which has consequentry been cãnducted on the basis of Islamic
sensibilities and doctrine. But Musrim commentators, too, often refer
darkly to the social and political dangers of disturbing th" ,i"t.,, quo. In
20rz MUr chairman Amidan, responding to Boediono, said that .fierce
and loud' calls to prayer had become part ãf the 'signature' of rndonesian
Islam, and that any attempt to introduce 'unsuitable rules, to curtail them
now'would be counterproductive, because it would trigger unnecessary
debates in societyl33 In 2015 the MUI was again militant, rejecting
Kallat request for a restrictive fatwaout of 'fear'ärat the ,noisá poilution
issue'would'become a source of conflict in society,, and oppãsing the
formation of his 'monitoring team' on the grounds that this ioo wourd
bnly generate suspicion in the Muslim communityl3a The director of
the Ministry of Religion's 'social guidance' division, meanwhile, agreed
that the Ministry'has to proceed with caution'when ,socializing, 

any
rules for loudspeaker use, in order hot to cause too strong a reactionr3s

At first sight this rhetoric of fear often make, 
" 

,erf]serrring if not
hypocritical impressior¡ particularþwhen it comes from religiois le"d-
ers who must themselves be judged partly responsible for th-e attitudes
and behaviour of the Muslim community, and who serdom care to
specify whether or not the exprosive sensitivities they perceive among
the public at large are also their own. Another factor, however, may be
the lingering tendency of Indonesian Musrims, despite their demo-

33.'vP :'Adzan" call generates mixed reactions', T h e J akar t a p 
o st, 2g Aprir 20 12. uRL :http : 1,/ yvv-"w.thcjakartapo¡1.com/no+,s,/2 O tZ / O+ / ZS / rp na..rl*if _i"n"r"r.r_

mt-xed-rea*lons.html (accessed 20 August 2015).

August 2015
perlul Republikø,26 July 201
islamlislam ls/

).

stlara

ûaslon- "' Iï9 *9, 'sebagian masjid "tidak mematuhi" aruran pengeras suara, BBCrnoonesla' ¿óJune 20t5. URL: http://www-bbc.com/indonesiã/berita ìnt{one_
sía / z0 t s / 06/ 1 50626_indonesia3otgmlk:p9¡tüñ:;.tt;_6ä-ôd**d äÕ¿aõbeitois). --
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graphic strength, to perceive themserves as an underprivileged group,
constantly threatened by estabrished anti-Muslim forles anJ conspira-
cies' one is reminded here of sociologist wF. wertheimt weil-known
characterization of Muslims in Indonãsia as a 'majority with minority
mentality' (Wertheim l9g0). Take Haji Ali Badri, á pro_irr"rrt Muslim
leader in EastJava, who decrared himseif in an interview to be suspicious
that unspecified 'interests'hostile to Islam were behind Kallat attack on
Muslim noise.

In his lBadritJ view the use of roudspeakers by mosques is a means of
propagating the faith that has become deeply rooted in the curture and
society of Indonesia, where Isram is the majority religion. Given that
Indonesia is a Musrim-majority country, the minoritiel should respect
the culture of the majority and adapt themselves to it. 'whose request
is this?] asks Badri. 'why is Islam always being criticized and interfered
with?'3ó

Even when no conspiracy theory is invoked, many Musrim intelrectu-
als are strikingly reluctant to accept the authority ofihe state to regurate
Islamic activities. An expert on Islamic law from tire sunan Amper Islamic
university in surabaya, for instance, described the proposedìegisration
as an unwarranted interference by the state in 'th" ,"ligio,r, 

"ffui* 
of

society] which he argued shourd be 'reft entirery to rocal riisdomi3,
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detìk.com/be rita I 19041 62 I
suala-rnasjicl/ l (accessed 20

41. These three Passages are citt

masjid berakibat mudharatl
http :,i / sumaterakita.blogsP
akibat.htnrl (accessed 25 Sel

Asad (1984: zrL, 235, 436)'

Arguments for Change
The specific arguments advanced for change - that is, moderation or
regulation of religious noise _ fall into four broad categories: practical,
doctrinal, political, and ethical. The practical considerations cited bypro-
ponents ofchange are diverse. JusufKalla and others have emphasi zedthe
interference with people,s work and productivity caused by sleeplessness
due to nocturnal disturbance, as well as the simple unintelligibility of re-
ligious messages broadcast at distorting volume or simultaneously from
36' Guntur Nara Persada, rA.turan 

-p,enggunaan 
pengerâs masjid sarat kepentin-gan, Surabaya News, rr -Iune zbrsl"URl, t ttpi//r,rr"bt;;;:; .¡lid / zot s I

? :!":: !:ti:! Ì11"iïiegunaa'. pe,ìse*,-," 
",¡ia-,,;;; ;;;";itli;a,,.rrr,nr

(accessed I / Uctober 2015).
37' sahidH'M. as reported byAhmad Muhammad in: 'Negara tidak boleh intervensiprakik keagamaan d::irl^"lik*', SurabayaNera;s, 1l june 2015. URL: http://surabayaner'r's.co.idl201s/06/.iJ/zsor3-/negara-ridak-horeh-inrcrve'ri j,lirir

l<ea¡larnaan-di-nrasyarakat.h rnrl (accessed l S ö.,rb";i0 rl). 
" "' " "'"
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multiple, unsynchronized sources.3' For the Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia, as
noted, a particular issue is that Muslims, particularly during the fasting
month, need peace and quiet at night in oràer prop"rÇ to p"ifor.., the re-
ligious activities required,of them during the Jay. so-" ..iri., of mosque
noise have also ventured to observe that one of the original and most
elementary functions of the cail to prayer, that of infor-irrg th" faithful
when it is time for them to pruy,has actuany been rendered Ãdundant by
technological change. 'Today', as NU intellectual Masdar Farid Masudi
remarked to a BBC reporter inJune 2015, 'everybody has a gadget such
as a hand phone that can be used to wake them up, whethir *itt th.
sound of the øzan or with another soundl3e

A perhaps more persuasive argument, for many Musrims, is the sup-
port for quiet, restrained preaching - or at least, pfayer - which can be
found in Islamic scripture. 'The euran itself] noted Boediono in his
seminal remarks on the subject in2}rz,'teaches us to lower our voices,
as well as humble our hearts, when we pray for God's guidanceia' rn the
recent debate, the following specific erranic p"rr"g", have been cited
in this context.al

Al Ara{, s5: 'call unto your sustainer humbly., and in the secrecy of your
hearts.'

Al Araf; 205: And bethink thyserf of thy sustainer humbry and with
awe, and without raising thy voice, at morn and at evening l-.] J

38' It is perhaps worth noting here that the kind of sound distortion and super_imposition-deplored by Kalra in amprified e¡rranic recitations reportedly haspositíve aesthetic value in certain other Indorr"ri"r, cultural contexts (Sutton rr6,2s2-262).

39' Rohmatin Bonasir, 'MUl^teraah pengeras suara masjid dan pemutaran kasetmengajil BB C Indonesia, 9 June jo t s-. uru, hl¡p-, / /iw^.raib¡ åo_Z-iäorr"ri"Z
f !',it¡,-*do". sia/ 2aß / 06 / 150609_indone**,;;;;ta_,,g4i' Ëü# ü-ócto6ôi20ls).

40.

4l' These. three-passages are cited in fuil by 'i{¡ak Sumatera] ,Ketika 
pengeras suaramasjid berakibat mudharar', sumatera Kiúa brogspor, n J^;;;;y-;3i+. unr,h.ttp:,i/sumaterakita.btogspot.nt/2011/0.]/_kenîa-pcng.;* r;;í;;sjid_ber-

akibat.htmt (accessed 25 September 20r5).'Engrishìr.nitutior,; lfMilu^*ra
aiad (ils+: z tl,z3s,Æ6):

9egafa-
19 Octouel zols)..
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44. Excerpt from the full speech r

Wapres Boediono soal pengerar
detik.cornlbe rita / L9A4 ß2 / in'
sr,rara-masjid/ I (accessed 20 Ar

45. A¡lorenAntoni,'Penggunaan T
1S July 2015. URL: httP:,//rvr
toa-msjid-yang-kuran¡¡-tepat-se
Àuguit zots).

The 1978 ordinance offìciaily regulating mosque noise justifies itsstipulations with reference t. (unpe-cified)"passag", t" ,h" [,rr"r, uodhød¡th that, it argues, 'imper the Islamic community to find a wise bal-ance between propagating the faitþ and pr"*"rui.rg g.oJ rr*glrbourþ
relationsla2

This last point, concerning wider community interests, brings us tothe third type of argument for acoustic modera tion: the poriticar impera_
tive not to cause, or exacerbate, social conflict. Central, å, *. hurr" ,".rr,to the anti-regulatory perspective, political considerations have also
been important to proponents of moãeration and reguratior¡ especiaty
in the past. Elsewhere in the text of the l97g ordinance there is a passage
that refers explicitly to inter-faith relations by noting that the specified
rules apply in the first instance to 'large towns - that is, the national,
provincial and regency capitars - where the popuration includes diverse
religions and nationalitiesl rn rural setring" uy l""ir"ri,lï.1"", -r,be applied more flexibr¡ depending on the attitude and reaction of thecommunityl43

since 1978, as noted, the steadiry rising influence, prestige, and asser-
tiveness of orthodox Isram across the natiãn have pus^hed cãícerns *ithinter-communal harmony-into the background and made poriticians
--?t" yrry, in general, of arienating the forces of Islamic revivar than ofoffending minoriry sensibirities. Nlvertheress, the d"rrg", ;; p;;voking
inter-religious conflict has stilr figured in recent arguments in favourof restricting religious noise. Kalla raised it in relation to the violence
between christians and Muslims in Torikara, and Boediono, in his 2012
address to the council of Indonesian Mosques, impried a rink between
mosque noise and viorent rerigious intorerance among Muslims them_
selves' Part ofthe context ofthe vice president's r.*"rk-, on roudspeaker
volumewas an appeal .to 

promote lrl"m as a religion of peace] coupledwith a clear warning against portraying it in any other way.

42' 'Lampiran instruksi Direktur Jenderar Bimbingan Masyarakat Islam, nomor:Kep / D / to I / Ig7 8, ranggal : V juli t'i A, teniang tuntunan penggunaan pengerassuara di masjid, rr*ryÍi.i 
1,yrrr,";p. iz+. ùnL nnpr,ZZir."lt".glç .com/fiie/

d / 0B 4l c7 4P FDH G H TUILO HVTvTT_,ìp c\arM / edi t (accessea r Z O.äU 
", 

iô g.43. 'Lampiranl as above,pp . lZg- I30. 
¡ - - -
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All of us have an interest in preventing the mosque from falling into the

hands of those who would spread non-Muslim ideas such as radicalism,

sectarian fanaticism, hostility toward other religions and beliefs, and

provocative preachings that can lead to acts of violence and terrorism.

Islam is a highly tolerant religion. [...] J"st as we Indonesians as a people

continually strive to safeguard the unity and integrify of this diverse

nation of ours, so the government expects that the Council [...] will
always act to preserve harmonious relations between the different faiths

practiced in Indonesia [...].4

Political, doctrinal, and practical considerations have not been the

only reasons for Indonesian Muslims to speak up in the last three years

against the Islamization of the national soundscape. Ethics, in a broad

humanitarian sense, have also played a role. In recent internet debates

Muslim members of the public, beSides regretting the damage caused by

noisy mosques to the interests of children, old people, and the infirm,
have also acknowledged that intrusive Islamic noise is intrinsically in
tension with the peaceful and tolerant image which Indonesian Muslims

usually claim they are concerned to project.

We want Islam to be called a religion of peace. But when our behaviour

disturbs others, we show no concern, and simply carry on insisting that

our faith is a peaceful one. When will we allow ourselves to realize that

our actions are annoying to people around us?as

That such self-knowledge is, however, still far from universal is clear

from the personal insults to which, as we have seer¡ critics of Islamic

noise have sometimes been subjected in electronic fora. Also telling is

the candidly contemptuous response which the target of one such at-

tack offered - from the safety of anonymity - to his equally anonymous

detractor.

Those who feel disturbed [by mosque noise] never complain openly,

because they know that if they do theywill face discrimination and at-

rakat Islam, nomor:
)enggunaan Pengefas
rive google_.c9 m I ftle /
rd 17 October 2015 ).

44. Excerpt from the full speech as reproduced in DetikNews ('Inl pidato lengkap

Wapres Boediono soalpengeras suara mas jid'),29 ApúI2012. URL: http://news.
cletik.corn/ ber ita/ lstl4ßl/ini-pic{ato-lengkap-wapres-boediono-soal-pengeras-
suara-n'rasjid/ 1 (accessed ZO Àugust )otS).

45. ArlorenAntoni,'PenggunaanTO,A.masjidyangkurangtepatsasaran',I(ompasiana,
18 July 2015. URL: þ19,1/ryy-w.t<9mpa¡iana.con¡/arloren-antoni/Pcng_gurlall-
to;r msjid-yang-ku¡ang-tepaþsasaranJSagb I c9537461 d517ac9645 (accessed 3l
August 2015).
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4ó. Alathea Corprline', responding to Jack parkerl as above.

tempts to discredit them, as I am facing now. I made a statement, and
you responded like this - you, as a Muslim who feels himself to be the
best, rightest, purest, most wonderful., most virtuous person on the
face of the eartþ but who has no ethics or respect, and k rows no social
norms, or has never seriousry studied them as part of his education. so
amid modern, civilized society you are like , pri_itirr", with no under_
standing of civilization. yet it is ail too crear that there are very many
people like you, and that with your narrow minds you can easily cause
trouble. For that reason it is better for me to comment here than out in
the real world, being too fond of my own life and limbs to face people
like you in person. I have a lot of things to do.aó

while some secular concepts, such as civirization and respect, oc-
casionally play a role in the public debate, it is striking that rights and
justice do not. Even the most vociferous opponents o? rehgioirs noise
never seem to suggest that they and others have the right io freedom
from acoustic disturbance, or even that they shourdharie such a right.
This is a point to which I will return in my concluding remarks.

Timing of the Controversy
why is it only in recent years that religious noise has become a major
topic of public discussion in Indonesia? Arthough the r97g mosque
loudspeaker regulation shows that the issue's potÃtial to cause discord
has long been appreciated, it was not until Boediono raised the matter in

- 201?' that an open public debate of any significance began. one potentiar
explanation might be that the noise itselihas become ãriticallyiouder or
more continuous in the last fewyears. However that is not most people's
casual recollectiory and Beattyt ethnography confirms that mosque
loudspeaker use has been a majo^oo..ã of quiet resentment in many
quarters since at least the 1990s.

Another possibility is that the recent signars of discontent reflect an
increasing desire among Indonesians for peace and quiet, or an increas-
ing societal readiness to respect such a desire. In western countries noise
is routinely perceived as a form of poilution, and the acoustic environ-
ment as a public good that requires institutional protection from abuse
(Freedman 2009; r{eizer 2010; prochnik 2010). This view has arso
taken root in some parts ofAsia: in singapore, for instance, strict noise
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abatement regulations, affecting both religious and other sounds, have
been enforced since the 1970s (Lee 1999: 89-90; Lee I(uan yew 2000:
205-209).In Indonesia, however, the recent moves to restrict religious
noise (or redefine loud religious sounds as noise) do not appear to be
part of a wider official campaign against noise pollution in general, and
neither is there any sign that members of the public are pressing for such
a campaign.

Urban Indonesia is already very noisy even without amplified reli-
gious sound, and Indonesians display what often strikes outsiders as an
amazing indifference to its permanent roar of traffic noise, its deafen-
ing pop music (often in public transport as well from shops), and its
clamour of street vendors and others trying to make themselves heard
above the din. construction worþ public events such as election rallies,
and (in non-Muslim areas) howling dogs add variation to the general
cacophony. While not all such sounds are actually enjoyed, there is a
culturally-engrained tendency to tolerate and even appreciate an acous-
tic backdrop which contributes to an atmosphere that is ramøi, 'lively'.
Anthropologist Freek Colombijn, in a pioneering survey of the sound-
scape of Indonesian cities published in 2007,wentso far as to conclude
that city-dwellers simply never perceive noise as a problem.

'Indonesians - of different gender, class, and age groups - whom I asked
what they thought of the noise usually had difficulty understanding the
question. Noise is a subjective notion [...] . What I defined as noisy was
not noise to my interlocutors. [...]. t loise is not merely tolerated as an
inevitable fact of life, it really is not perceived as an issue at all. At least
this is the impression I had in Medan, which is [...] the noisiest city in
Indonesia.' (Colombi¡n 2007 : ZS7, 26g.)

By citing Colombi¡n's findings here I do not mean to deny that the
ear-splitting loudspeaker broadcasts, especially at night, are not expe-
rienced as a real, practical problem by some Indonesians - including,
no doubt, Jusuf Kalla. Nonetheless, more is clearly at stake here than
noise itsel{, The sudden prominence of the issue in the public sphere
affer 2072 cannot be understood without also taking into account the
political context, and in particular the current status of the long strug-
gle between those political forces that would see Islam play a more
encompassing role in Indonesian government and society, and those
that would prefer to halt that trend.
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It is useful to remember that the current debate was initiated not by
NGos, journalists or bloggers, but by two successive vice presidents.
Insofar as Indonesian political life is structured by any one peisistent ide_
ological principle, it has always been the opposition between Islamizing
(þreen ) and non-Islamizing ('yellow' or hationalist] and in the past
also 'red' or tocialist') views and organizations. Despite the advance
of 'orthodox' Islam in society at large over the last three decades, and
clespite attempts by several strong Islamic parties to translate this into
electoral gains and political change in the democratic era since r99g,
the two most recent national governments, those of susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono and Joko widodo, have crearry stood on the nationarist
side of lndonesia's great ideological divide. under widodq indeed,
Indonesia arguably has the closest thing to an abanganpresidency that
it has ever had, and it is no coincidence that 20rs saw the launch, with
presidential support, of the controversiar concept of Islam Nusantara -
loosely translated, 'Islam with Indonesian characteristics, - as a formal
alternative to the so-called Islam Arab or 'Arab Islam] which critics of
the orthodox advance in society and politics see as the divisive driving
force behind that trend.aT

This is a crucial part of the backdrop against which the interventions
on Islamic noise by Boediono and l(alla, and the powerfur sentiments
they have evoked among the pubric, must be viewed. Beatty's charac-
terization of amplified religious sound as 'the voice of aggressive ortho-
doxy' is as apt at national as it was at village level. 'In tlre battle of the
megaphone] Beatty (zooo,276) arsowrote, 'wasJava's modern historyl
with the beginnings of unashamed public resistance to intrusive Islamic
noise, and with the formulation - however tentative - of an explícit
national alternative to the uncompromising model of Islamic piety that
would justify such intrusions in Godt name, opponents of 'aggressive
orthodoxy'have at last begun to take an open stãnd against it. ühether
this will ultimately prove a historical turning point, or nothing more
than an ill-fated rear-guard action, remains to be seen.

47. Heyder Affan,'polemik di barik istirah'Isram Nusantara,, BBC Indonesia, 15
June 2015. URL: http://wr.r-r,ribbc.com/intronesia/rrerir. 

'rdonesi 
a/201s/06/

150ó14_inLionesia islam_nusanrara (accessed ZO OctobeiiOlil. 
"' -
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Some lnternational and Historical parallels

Indonesia is not the only southeast Asian country where the use of
loudspeakers for religious purposes has led to political controversy. In
singapore in 1974, part of the MalayMuslim population came into con-
flictwith the singaporean state after the public call to prayerwas targeted
by the official noise abatement campaign. Mosques were instructed to
direct their loudspeakers inward, toward an already assembled congre-
gation, rather than outward toward an Islamic community that had,
as a result of public housing and resettlement programmes, become
increasingly dispersed among non-Muslims rather than concentrated
in Malay kampung. Ultimately, the Muslim community in Singapore
was apparently prevailed upon to rely on radio rather than sound waves
as the primary way of bringing the call to prayer into the homes of the
faithful (Lee 1999).

Comparable conflicts have also occurred elsewhere in Asia. In
Pakistan, a Loudspeaker ordinance of 1965 restricting broadcasts to
a'moderate tone'was strongly opposed in some religious (as well as

political) quarters despite the fact that it specifically excluded'the use
of loudspeakers or sound amplifiers for the purpose of azøn,prayers, or
of l(hutba delivered on Fridaysl By limiting the volume at which other
religious speech could be delivered to the general public, opponents
argued, the authorities were unjustly depriving people of the benefits
of learning from such speech. In later years the amplified call to prayer
became itself both a vehicle and an object of religious contestation
within Pakistani Islam, as differences in the style of the broadcast øzøn,
particularly the presence or absence of embellishments in addition to
the basic text, were used to signal sectarian divisions (t(han 20l l).

Another aspect of the lndonesian experience that finds parallels
elsewhere in the world is the tendency of non-Muslims, in the absence
of other practical meâns of resistance, to respond to Islamic noise with
competitive imitation. In Damascus (syria), in the years before the cur-
rent civil war, syrian christians reacted in exactly this way to the increas-
ing use of amplified sound - and, at night, green neon lighting - by the
city's mosques.

For Christians and other religious minorities, the general atmosphere
of an intensifying Islamic presence is seen and felt in these signs, and so
christians themselves rebuild their own sense of the city in a response
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that consists of an amplified sounding out of church bells or devotional
hymns on particular feast days as well as the ornamentation of Christian
churches with clear blue neon tubes or crosses adorned with blue light-
ing. (Bandak 2Ol4: 5248)

Nor are conflicts overreligious noise restrictedto developing countries.

In2004,a group of Christians in the smallAmerican town ofHamtramcþ
Michigan sparked a national debate on the limits to religious freedom in
the USA by opposing a petition filed by a local mosque to broadcast the
call to prayer over loudspeakers (Perkins 2015). In Bulgaria, the call to
prayer has been a focal point of Christian-Muslim conflict in the post-

communist era, with all major non-Muslim political parties opposing the
use of loudspeakers by mosques (I(alkand;ieva 2008: 427).Attempts by
both Muslims and Christians to restrict each other's religious noise have

a venerable historical pedigree. In the first century of Islam, regulations

attributed to the caliph Umar II prohibited 'loud beating of the nãkùs

fwooden clapper]' and 'loud chanting during worship' by Christians in
Muslim lands (Tritton 1930: 100). In 1311 the ecumenical Council of
Vienne, summoned under Pope Clement \.{ officially banned the Muslim
call to prayer in regions under Christian rule (Constable 20 l0) .

Concluding Remarks

Because the sense of hearing cannot be turned off at will and ears, un-
like eyes, cannot be averted from unwanted inputs, sound has a unique
power to infiltrate people's consciousness and shape their thoughts and

experience (Schafer 1994). Throughout history this has made control
of the acoustic environment an important social and political issue, and

it is hardly surprising that the use of ever more powerful amplification
devices for the purposes of religious communication has generated
sharp controversy, in Indonesia as elsewhere. The timing of the recent

national controversy over religious noise in Indonesia, however, is

in some respects puzzling. For decades the use of loudspeakers by
Indonesian mosques has effectively been unbridled, yet it is only since

2072 that substantial public resistance to the volume and scheduling of
the resulting noise has been evident.

Given Indonesia's successful democratization since 199B, the appar-

ent strength of its civil society, and the liveliness of its electronic and

other fora for public debate, at first glance it is tempting to analyse this
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development in terms of freedom of expression, culturar plurarism, and
perhaps the development of a new civic^sentiment favouring respect for
individual privacy and choice with respect to the sonic environment.
on closer inspection, however, there turns out to be rittle sign in the
evolving debate of any discourse on civic rights and responsibirities.
The persistent, fearfur silence of most non-Muslims on tie subject ofIslamic noise, which consequently has been conducted very rargery
within the Muslim community and to a considerable extent on expricitly
Islamic terms, also teils against any interpretation in terms of securar
civility' Rather, the controversy is perhaps best understood as the lat_
est episode in a long historicar struggre over the identity and scope of
Islam in Indonesia. The current pohãld situation h", 

"-po*"red those
Muslims who oppose the rising infruence of an aggressivery orthodox
interpretation of Islamic piety that involves encompassing ambitions in
all social and political spheres, and of which intrusive Islamic noise is
perceived as a symbol.

By no means all orthodox readers and organizations do in fact
condone the unrestrained or uncondition"l uJe of loudspeakers for
religious purposes, and yany, perhaps most, are in principle in favour
of voluntary restraint. They stop shJrt, howerrer, ofiupp*ri.rg formal
protection of Indonesian citizens from excessive Islamic ioise (however
defined),-whether by secular law or by religious edict. There is reason to
suspect, then, that the eventuar outcome oithe battle for Indonesian earswill still depend on the outcome of the broader contest between those
who pursue a thoroughgoing., orthodox, and homogenous Isramization
of lndonesian societ¡ and ihose who favour a specificaily [rdonesian
interpretation of Islamic piety, one which embraces tolerance and diver-sitybothwithin and beyond the Muslim community.
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