Reading

Qasidah Moderen and Dangdut: Islam and Popular Music in Indonesia
In Islam, distinctions are made between what is considered music and religious chant. Although melodious in nature, Qur’anic recitation and the call to prayer are not generally considered music within Islam. Therefore, there are strict rules about the ways in which those texts can be used. However, there are various forms of  devotional music in Islamic societies throughout the world. For example, in Pakistan and North India, a genre of

religious texts called qawwali are sung in Sufi rituals to the accompaniment of harmonium (small reed organ), tabla (a set of drums), and other instruments.
Historically, Qasidah is a poetic form in Arabic that dates back to pre-Islamic Arabia. One of the most famous poems in this genre is a long text in praise of the Prophet Muhammad called Qasidat al-Burda.
 In Indonesia, some of these Arabic texts are performed in group singing sessions called burdah.
 Qasidah sung poetry may also be accompanied by a gambus, a type of lute

that resembles the Arabic ‘ud, as well as a larger ensemble of violins, rebana (frame drums), and female chorus.

As Indonesia modernized in the 1970s, new forms of Qasidah developed to keep up with rapidly changing social conditions and popular aesthetics. Qasidah Moderen, or modernized Qasidah, is one of those genres. Qasidah Moderen consists of a lead singer (usually female), female chorus, and an ensemble of guitars, violins, ’ud, keyboards and percussion, including tambourines with

jingles and the drum (gendang) from Dangdut.
 Texts are almost exclusively in the Indonesian language. Songs are a form of proselitization (dakwah).
In the 1980s, Semarang (Java)-based band Nasida Ria began playing their version of Qasidah Moderen. Lyrics generally focus on morality and ethical behavior and emphasize what it means to be a good Muslim. Some of their music addresses social political issues,

with songs about peace (“Perdamaian”) and justice (“Keadilan”). Through the  dissemination of cassette recordings and live performances, and, more recently, television broadcasts, Nasida Ria has become extremely

popular in Indonesia, and other countries in Southeast Asia. They are often contracted to play at weddings, and events sponsored by religious organizations. They even traveled abroad to Germany in 1994 to bring a wider

audience to their musical messages. 

The image of women wearing make-up and playing electric guitars may conflict with popular preconceptions about women in Islam. However, in Indonesia, Islam is not monolithic; there are many ways to express

one’s faith. For example, Nasida Ria’s form-fitting outfits may be considered risqué by some Muslims, and quite fashionable by others in Indonesia. Their hip movements may be considered vulgar to some and appropriate to others.
The scales and harmonic progressions that create Qasidah Moderen’s distinctive melodies and arrangements allude to the sound of Middle Eastern popular music,

which in turn uses scales and progressions characteristic of Arabic and North African classical and religious music. The non-percussion instruments (electric guitar, bass

guitar and keyboards) predominant in Qasidah Moderen are the same instruments American and British Rock ‘n’ Roll bands used in the 1950’s and 1960’s (e.g., Elvis Presley, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones).
The music of Nasida Ria has a dance-like quality to it. It may seem odd that Islamic messages are embedded in upbeat danceable songs accompanied by electric guitars, synthesizers, and percussion. However, the fusion of popular music and Islam is found in many societies. An element of fun pervades the music of Nasida Ria. For example, in the song “Joyful Song” (“Nyanyi Gembira”), the group urges listeners “to come and sing together, because with a joyful heart one tends to remember one’s religious duties.”
 Music is used as a tool to communicate old messages to new audiences in new ways. Nasida Ria’s aim is to appeal to young Muslims. Therefore, the musical sound and presentation often borrow from other contemporary popular genres including rock, pop, and local musical styles as a way to appeal to youth. 

For example, the style of drumming heard in Qasidah Moderen imitates a style heard in Indian film music, which was imported to Indonesia after independence through India’s film industry. (More movies are made annually in Bombay, India than by  Hollywood movie studios, and enjoy wide popularity throughout Asia. Bombay is beginning to have on American filmmaking:

for example, students may remember hearing

drumming in Baz Luhrmann’s immensely popular film “Moulin Rouge” (2001) that reminds them of Qasidah Moderen.)
Nasida Ria adopted these drum rhythms from Dangdut, one of Indonesia’s most popular music genres. Although not a religious music by any means, the artist

most closely identified with Dangdut—Rhoma

Irama—believes that Dangdut represents “the holy war we wage through playing music.”
 Rhoma Irama is also the artist most closely identified with dakwah, having composed songs with titles like “Struggle and Prayer” (“Perjuangan dan Doa”), “Forbidden” (“Haram”), and “Judgement Day” (“Kiamat”). 

Dangdut, a fusion of Malay, Indian, and Middle Eastern popular forms, had existed earlier, but the term was not coined until the 1970s. It was probably named after the sounds played on the gendang (drum): a low

sound (dang) followed by a higher sound (dut). The basic instrumentation is guitar, bass, drum kit, synthesizer, tambourine, and the two instruments that give Dangdut its distinctive flavor: gendang (a set of two drums that resembles bongo drums but is played like a north Indian tabla) and suling, a bamboo flute. Bolstered by a burgeoning media communications network including an

explosive cassette industry, Dangdut recordings were widely disseminated throughout Indonesia during the early 1970s. Dangdut was a dance music popular with

Indonesia’s poor. Uncomplicated, relatively easy to play and listen to, with a driving beat that allowed people to dance with abandon, Dangdut music became known for its alluring performers and the escape it provided from

the difficult conditions of daily life. 

Indonesian Dangdut superstar Rhoma Irama went on the hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca in 1975. He left Indonesia just another popular singer who did suggestive duets with a Dangdut diva, Elvy Sukaesih
, but he came back a cultural icon, infusing Dangdut with an explicit “Islam as voice of the poor” message. Rhoma Irama began singing songs of  potest
 that eventually evolved into lyrics conveying Islamic messages.
 However, the beat, instrumentation and melodies remained the same for each, and both approaches proved a financial bonanza for their proponents.
Rhoma Irama’s road has not been easy. During the early 1980s, Rhoma Irama aligned himself with the Islamic Opposition Party (PPP ) against the regime of ex-president Suharto and he was banned from performing on the state-run television station, TVRI.
 Certain songs were banned by the government and cassettes were removed from stores. By the mid-1980s, as Islam

began to liberalize and state restrictions against Islam loosened, politicians began endorsing the music and building alliances with Dangdut performers to gather popular support. In the 1990s, a period when Islam was publicly embraced by Suharto, Rhoma Irama moved closer to the New Order.
Many educated Indonesians, members of a middle class that developed in the mid-1970s, at first rejected Dangdut as coarse and unsophisticated. Today, some of the middle class love Dangdut for its direct expression

of sentiments they claim to possess and understand. Dangdut remains the music of Indonesia’s poor—the majority of that country’s approximately 235 million people. A large segment of Dangdut’s audience is women, primarily domestic workers who watch Dangdut on television in the homes where they work. Today, Dangdut is played for television shows, at parties, at large daytime concerts, in buses and other forms of public transportation, in malls, and by people on the street.
The relationship between Qasidah and Dangdut illustrates the blending that is possible within popular culture and Islam in Indonesia. Contemporary debates about the appropriateness of these genres for Indonesians demonstrate that Indonesia is a dynamic and pluralistic society.

Glossary

Burdah Group singing sessions of Arabic texts known as Qasidah.

Dangdut A genre of music in Indonesia, and one of the most popular in the country today.

Gambus a type of lute that resembles the Arabic ‘ud.

Gendang A type of Indonesian drum.

Jilbab An Indonesian term referring to a woman’s scarf wrapped around the head that leaves the front of the face visible. In many other Muslim communities similar head coverings are referred to as hijab.

Keadilan (IM) Justice, equity.

Qasidah Moderen A genre of music popular in Indonesia. Qasida is a poetic form in Arabic, and in Indonesia such Arabic texts traditionally have been sung and accompanied by an Arab-style lute (‘ud). Qasidah Moderen, or “modern Qasidah,” consists of a lead singer (usually female), female chorus, and an ensemble of instruments. Texts are almost exclusively in the Indonesian language and have Islamic religious content.
Guiding Questions

1. According to the essay, what are the influences of religion, mass media, and cultural transmission in the music of Qasidah Moderen?










2. How does the music (and image) of Qasidah Moderen demonstrate seemingly conflicting elements of the secular and religious, as discussed in the essay and presented in the chart?










3. Why did Nasida Ria adopt Dangdut?









4. What is modern (moderen) about Qasidah Moderen?










5. What is the social function of Nasida Ria in contemporary Indonesia?










6. The title of the song you heard is “Allow Yourself to Enjoy Ria (i.e., Go ahead and enjoy this band/music).” Below are some of the lyrics:

“I heard a Qasidah (this style of music) song. I was fascinated, they sang full of spirit with simple music. Let’s sing together and banish sadness. We may amuse ourselves, as long as we don’t get carried away and forget God!” 

Why might the band have given the song this title?
	
	Traditional Elements of Qasidah Moderen
	Modern Elements of Qasidah Moderen

	1
	Nasida Ria calls the band’s music Qasidah Moderen (Modern Qasidah); Qasida is the classical Arabic word for religious poetry performed with or without accompaniment

of traditional or folk music.
	Qasidah Moderen is not sung in classical Arabic, but Bahasa Indonesia or other local languages, and is accompanied by modern instruments that could be found in any rock band playing in a style often equated with dancing and performances that are far from sacred in nature. What do you think dance music “sounds” like?



	2
	Nasida Ria’s lyrics espouse traditional islamic morals, samples of which include:


From “Advice for Lovers”:

“Young people! You who are newly in love, keep your honor, control your heart’s wishes, be careful of your love. Love makes you forget. Protect the love that is really proud and clean.”*


From “If You Want to Be Happy”:

“Many girls forget themselves. Not married yet they make love. If you want to be happy, don’t spoil this pure love. The honeymoon should satisfy your heart.”*


From “Don’t Disturb Me”:

“If you really want to get to know me, first ask for my address and go and see my parents.”*


From “Many Sins—Regret It”:

“Every day my life gets shorter while the list of my sins gets longer. Regret it, while the door of forgiveness is still open.”*


	Nasida Ria’s lyrics also address contemporary political and social concerns. These lyrics have more in common with the protests by disaffected youth in the middle east against Islamic governments they see as hypocritical than traditional, also, personal religious expression. An example of this can be heard in the title track for the Nasida Ria album Keadilan, the title of which means Justice: “The law is higher than family ties. Beware of the devil’s art through the sweetness of riches.”* (This song is a proscription against government corruption)



	3
	Nasida Ria’s members wear conservative clothing, including the jilbab.


	Nasida Ria is making a complex, modern social statement just by being:

(I) A nine-member all female band

(II) With an album titled Justice



* Nasida Ria Lyrics from the album Keadilan: Qasidah Music from Java, Reprinted courtesy of Piranha Music Gmbh.
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