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Abstract

This conceptual article examines sacred sound as a medium of spiritual formation and religious
identity in Kazakh Islamic culture. It treats dhikr, devotional singing, poetic recitation and
culturally embedded vocal practices as forms of religious remembrance, not simply as
aesthetic performance. Drawing on Qur'anic language, sound studies, Sufi reflection on sama’
and Central Asian scholarship, the article develops a cultural-theological reading of how voice,
rhythm, repetition and listening contribute to Islamic consciousness. Particular attention is
given to the Yasawr heritage, including the sung hikmet of Ahmad Yasawrt and traditions of
vocal remembrance (dhikr-i jahr), as a historically grounded Kazakh case in which poetry,
sound and devotion converge. The article argues that sacred sound links individual piety with
collective memory: dhikr trains attention towards God; devotional sound gives affective form
to religious meaning; and Kazakh oral-poetic traditions carry ethical and spiritual values across
generations. It also addresses the contested status of music in Islamic discourse by
distinguishing devotional sound from secular entertainment and by avoiding universal claims
about musical permissibility. The article's main contribution is a five-stage conceptual model in
which sacred sound supports embodied remembrance, affective discipline, communal
belonging and cultural continuity, with ethical orientation shaping the whole process. The
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Kazakhstani context is presented as a significant case for understanding how Islamic
spirituality, oral-poetic heritage and national-cultural identity intersect in contemporary religious
life.

Keywords: sacred sound; dhikr; Yasawr tradition; Kazakh Islam; religious identity; spiritual
formation

Introduction

The relationship between religion and sound has become increasingly important for theology
and religious studies, because religious life is shaped through more than doctrine and
institutional belonging. Faith is learned, remembered and felt through listening, voice, rhythm,
recitation, silence, repetition and communal participation. In Islamic contexts this is especially
significant. The Qur'an is encountered by many believers as a recited word, and remembrance
(dhikr) is a scriptural imperative rather than a merely cultural habit. The Qur'an enjoins frequent
remembrance of God (Q 33:41), associates tranquility of the heart with that remembrance (Q
13:28), and frames divine-human recollection as a central rhythm of religious life (Q 2:152).
Prayer, sermon, supplication, Qur'anic recitation, nasheed, lament, poetic instruction and dhikr
all show that sound is one medium through which religious meaning becomes embodied. In
this article, sacred sound refers to acoustic practices oriented towards remembrance of God,
moral self-formation and participation in a religious community. The term does not make every
musical expression religious; it identifies those sonic forms that carry devotional intention,
ethical meaning and cultural memory.

Kazakh Islamic culture offers a productive context for this inquiry. Islam in the Kazakh steppe
cannot be reduced to formal institutions or private belief. It has also been preserved through
oral-poetic transmission, saintly memory, ethical instruction, communal ritual and expressive
culture. In this setting the voice of the reciter, the rhythmic form of remembrance, the intonation
of religious poetry and the affective force of listening have helped shape Islamic belonging.
Scholars of Central Asia have shown that Islam in the region is deeply entangled with collective
memory, kinship, local authority and post-Soviet religious renewal (DeWeese, 1994; Khalid,
2007; Louw, 2007; Privratsky, 2001).

Ahmad Yasawi (d. 1166 CE) and the Yasawri heritage provide a particularly useful case for the
Kazakh religious-cultural context. His sung hikmet and the associated traditions of vocal
remembrance allow the general category of sacred sound to be examined through a historically
documented devotional culture rather than through abstraction alone.

The problem addressed here is that music and religion are often discussed in two narrow ways.
One approach focuses on permissibility: whether music is allowed or prohibited. Another treats
music as a cultural expression of national heritage. Both perspectives matter, but neither is
sufficient for the present topic. The first can reduce the question to legal debate and overlook
the formative work of voice and listening.

The second can celebrate heritage without asking how religious meaning is produced. A
theological-cultural approach must distinguish music as entertainment, devotional sound as
remembrance and poetic-musical forms as carriers of ethical memory. Dhikr is central because
it is not music in the first place. It is remembrance and invocation. Yet when dhikr becomes
vocal, rhythmic, collective and affectively powerful, its sonic form also shapes spiritual
attention.

Within this scope, the article asks three research questions: how sacred sound functions in
Islamic spiritual practice; how dhikr and devotional music can be related without collapsing
remembrance into entertainment; and how Kazakh vocal and poetic traditions shape religious
identity. It contributes by bringing together sound studies, Sufi reflection on sama‘ and vocal
dhikr, and scholarship on Central Asian Islam. The article proceeds through sacred sound,
dhikr and sama’, the Yasawi and Kazakh contexts, a five-stage model, cautions and future
research.
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Methodological approach

This article uses a conceptual and theological-cultural method rather than an empirical
research design. It does not report fieldwork, interviews, surveys, participant observation or
musical transcription. The analysis proceeds through three linked steps. First, it offers a
hermeneutic reading of Qur'anic references to remembrance, using sura-and-verse citation
and drawing on Abdel Haleem's English translation for wording (Abdel Haleem, 2004). Second,
it brings sound studies and religious studies into conversation with Sufi scholarship on dhikr
and sama’, in order to clarify how voice, repetition, listening and affect may become
theologically formative. Third, it applies this framework to Kazakh and wider Central Asian
materials, especially the YasawrT heritage, Kazakh oral-poetic forms and recent scholarship on
religious values, symbolic culture and cultural transformation. The purpose is not to produce
general rules about Islamic music or to measure audience response, but to formulate an
interpretive model that can guide later empirical research. The method is therefore analytical,
comparative-contextual and theory-building. It identifies conceptual relations among sacred
sound, remembrance, affective discipline, belonging and cultural continuity, while keeping the
limits of a literature-based article explicit and transparent. A conceptual methodology is
especially appropriate here because sacred sound in Kazakh Islam remains an underexplored
topic, with limited direct empirical research and no fully established analytical vocabulary.
Rather than treating aH, xbIp, Tepme or other poetic-musical practices only as folklore, music,
or heritage, a conceptual approach allows the article to clarify how they may also function as
carriers of religious memory, ethical formation and communal belonging. This framework is
therefore not used as a substitute for fieldwork, but as a necessary first step for organizing
dispersed scholarship, identifying key interpretive categories, and preparing the ground for
future empirical research.

Sacred sound in religious experience

The study of religion has long privileged texts, doctrines and institutions, but religious life is
also sensory and material. Sound matters because it organises time, creates attention, marks
sacred presence and brings bodies into a shared rhythm. Hackett (2012) argues that sound
and music deserve sustained attention in the study of religion because they reveal forms of
devotion that textual analysis alone may miss. Laack (2015) similarly maps sound, music and
religion as a transdisciplinary field in which theology, anthropology, ethnomusicology and
cultural studies intersect. This scholarship does not claim that all sound is sacred. It asks how
certain sounds become religious through intention, context, repetition, authority and reception.

Sacred sound can be understood as mediated presence. It does not replace doctrine; it helps
doctrine become remembered, felt and enacted. Meyer (2009) shifts attention from religion as
belief alone to religion as a set of authorised sensory forms. Bohlman and Engelhardt (2016)
show that religious music and ritual sound are often sites of transition: they preserve tradition
while allowing communities to negotiate new identities. In this sense sacred sound is not a
background ornament to worship. It is one way in which religious worlds become audible,
repeatable and socially shared.

This point is important for spiritual formation. Formation refers to the gradual shaping of
attention, desire, moral orientation and belonging. In many traditions formation happens
through repeated practices that train the senses as well as through explicit instruction. Music
sociology helps clarify the process. DeNora (2000) shows that music may organise emotion,
memory and self-understanding in everyday life, while Becker (2004) demonstrates how deep
listening can generate heightened affect within culturally trained environments. These insights
should be applied carefully. Sacred sound is not powerful because of acoustic structure alone.
Its formative force arises when sound is embedded in recognised religious practices, ethical
intentions and communal expectations.

A conceptual distinction is necessary. Secular music may produce emotion, identity and
pleasure without devotional intention. Devotional music is oriented towards remembrance,
praise, supplication, moral instruction or spiritual reflection. Dhikr is still more specific: it is
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remembrance of God, whether silent or vocal, individual or collective. The boundaries between
these forms may be fluid in lived culture, but the distinction protects the argument from two
errors: reducing devotional sound to entertainment, and treating all Kazakh music as Islamic.
Selected poetic-musical practices are understood as part of an Islamised soundscape when
they satisfy clear criteria: they contain Islamic references or religious memory, transmit ethical
and didactic meanings, and are performed or received in contexts that encourage spiritual
reflection rather than entertainment alone. Thus, their selection is based on textual content,
moral function, and performance context.

The idea of a soundscape is useful because it describes the acoustic environment in which
religious subjectivity is formed. Hirschkind's study of cassette sermons in Egypt shows how
Islamic listening can cultivate ethical sensibilities and public piety (Hirschkind, 2006).
Kazakhstan has a different history and acoustic environment, yet the broader insight is
relevant: listening is not passive. It can train the self, align emotions with religious ideals and
place listeners within a moral community. In Kazakh Islamic culture, religious listening may
involve Qur'anic recitation, didactic poetry, oral narratives of saints, nasheed-like devotional
forms or rhythmic remembrance. These are not identical practices, but they share the capacity
to make religious meaning audible and memorable.

Dhikr, sama“ and devotional listening in the Islamic tradition

Dhikr refers to remembrance, mention or invocation of God. It is rooted in Qur'anic language
and elaborated in diverse devotional and mystical traditions. Scripturally, remembrance is
presented as the inner purpose of worship: prayer is established for God's remembrance (Q
20:14), and remembrance is described as a central dimension of religious life (Q 29:45). In its
simplest form, dhikr may be silent recollection or verbal invocation. In many Sufi contexts it
also takes collective, rhythmic and vocal forms. The repetition of divine names, Qur'anic
phrases or devotional formulae may be joined with regulated breathing, bodily discipline,
attentiveness to adab and shared participation. Dhikr should not be described merely as music.
Its primary theological meaning is remembrance. Still, when remembrance becomes voiced,
rhythmic and collective, it enters an acoustic field that can be studied as sacred sound (Figure
1).

Figure 1. Qawwali performance as Sufi devotional music. Photo: Buskers Bern, Wikimedia Commons,
CC BY-SA 2.0. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Qawwali (PAK).jpg

Sufi reflection developed a graded understanding of remembrance. Classical devotional
psychology distinguishes remembrance of the tongue (dhikr al-lisdn), remembrance of the
heart (dhikr al-galb) and remembrance of the innermost self (dhikr al-sirr). Vocal dhikr is not
an end in itself; it is a discipline through which the audible word may be interiorised until
remembrance becomes a settled disposition of the heart. This movement from sounded
speech to interior stillness gives theological meaning to the acoustic dimension of dhikr: the
voice becomes a scaffold for the formation of the heart. Hisamatsu (2024) shows that Sufi dhikr
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and the Christian Jesus Prayer of Hesychasm have a structurally comparable trajectory, in
which repeated invocation moves from vocal utterance towards mental and cardiac prayer.
The comparison does not erase doctrinal difference. It clarifies that disciplined voice in the
service of remembrance is a recognisable form of spiritual formation.

The related concept of sama’, often translated as spiritual audition or devotional listening, has
generated extensive theological reflection. Lewisohn (1997) describes sama“ in the Persian
Sufi tradition as a practice in which listening, poetry, music and remembrance may be
integrated into contemplative life. The crucial point is not that all Muslims evaluate sama’ in
the same way, but that Islamic tradition contains a range of positions on audition and devotional
sound. This is primarily because Islamic tradition contains a wide range of positions on audition
and devotional sound. Rather than presenting a single, unified stance, Islamic scholars, jurists,
and mystics have debated the permissibility, function, and spiritual value of practices such as
Qur'anic recitation, chanting, poetry, and music. These debates reflect differences in legal
reasoning, theological priorities, and Sufi understandings of sound as a means of cultivating
spiritual experience. Some scholars and communities reject musical forms; others permit them
under ethical conditions; others understand sound and poetry as vehicles of spiritual
awakening. Avery (2004) adds that early Sufi sama“ was not a free aesthetic indulgence but a
disciplined practice shaped by intention, setting and spiritual capacity.

This diversity is essential for a balanced article. It would be inaccurate to claim that Islam
simply permits or simply prohibits music. Islamic discourse contains varied views, often
depending on lyrics, intention, instruments, moral consequences and the ethical state of
participants. Otterbeck and Skjelbo (2020) show that contemporary Islamic popular music
continues to negotiate these boundaries through distinctions between a music version and a
vocals-only form. Weintraub (2008) also demonstrates that body politics, public morality and
religious sound cannot be separated from social context. For a Kazakh Islamic context, the
productive question is not whether all music is religiously valid. It is how selected devotional
sounds become meaningful within remembrance, moral instruction and communal identity.

Comparative references clarify this process without making Kazakhstan derivative of other
Muslim contexts. Qureshi's study of gawwali shows that Sufi music must be interpreted through
performance setting, spiritual authority and audience response, not musical structure alone
(Qureshi, 1995). Rasmussen (2010) shows how recited sound can organise gendered,
communal and devotional spaces, while VanderMeulen (2021) shows that recording
technologies reshape Qur'anic aurality and authority. These examples suggest that Islamic
sound practices are always situated. Kazakh devotional sound should therefore be analysed
through local histories of oral transmission, steppe mobility, poetic instruction and post-Soviet
religious renewal.

The Yasawi tradition and Kazakh vocal remembrance

The Yasawn tradition grounds the argument in a concrete devotional history. Ahmad Yasawl
(d. 1166 CE), associated with Sayram and YasT, present-day Turkistan, is widely remembered
as a foundational Turkic Sufi figure and as the namesake of the Yasawiyya, an order closely
linked with the Islamisation of Turkic-speaking communities in Central Asia (DeWeese, 1994;
Privratsky, 2001; Sultanova, 2011). The mausoleum in Turkistan is also recognised as a major
religious and architectural monument associated with the history of Islam in Central Asia
(UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). His Diwan-i Hikmat, composed in an accessible Turkic
idiom, transmitted moral and spiritual instruction through hikmet, poetic units of devotional
teaching. Koprull (2006) situates Yasawi within the emergence of early Turkic Sufi literature,
while Harris (2019) shows how the hikmat tradition works through the interaction of text, orality
and performance. These studies support treating hikmet as both a literary corpus and a
performed medium of remembrance and instruction. This makes the Yasawi heritage
especially important for a study of sacred sound: Islamic formation in this regional memory
was not only textual or institutional, but also poetic, oral and mnemonic.
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The Yasawiyya is historically associated with vocal remembrance (dhikr-i jahr), including forms
of rhythmic breath and collective repetition. Later Central Asian Sufi history also includes the
prominence of Nagshbandri practices that often favoured silent or interiorised remembrance
(dhikr-i khafT). The tension between audible and silent remembrance should not be treated as
a simple opposition. It reflects a wider theological question: how the tongue, breath, body and
heart participate in the remembrance of God. In this sense, the Yasawi and Nagshbandi
contrast expresses at the communal level the same movement from voice to inward attention
described in Sufi psychology.

This tradition is not merely a distant historical memory. Privratsky (2001) shows that Kazakh
religion and collective memory in Turkistan remain organised around shrine practice,
genealogical imagination and local ways of remembering Islam. More recent ethnographic
work describes contemporary Sufi communities in Kazakhstan, including groups associated
with audible remembrance and Nagshbandr networks negotiating their practice with the state's
official religious landscape (Karimov et al., 2024). Sultanova (2011) also documents how
Central Asian mystical vocal practices survived suppression and were carried through
gendered and local networks of memory. These studies support a cautious claim: vocal
remembrance in the Kazakh milieu is a documented and internally diverse practice, not a
romantic reconstruction.

The Yasawl case yields three theological observations. First, poetry and remembrance can
function as a single formative act: the hikmet is instruction, praise and mnemonic device at
once. Second, the audible voice is treated as a discipline of the body oriented towards interior
remembrance. Third, the tradition binds individual devotion to a shared acoustic inheritance
transmitted through shrine, lineage and performance. Participation in its sound locates the
believer within a community of memory. This case therefore serves as a paradigmatic instance
for interpreting the broader Kazakh Islamised soundscape.

Kazakh Islamic culture and the Islamised soundscape

Kazakh Islamic culture emerged through long historical processes in which Turkic, steppe,
Sufi, oral-poetic and Islamic elements interacted. DeWeese (1994) demonstrates that
Islamisation in the Golden Horde and the wider Turkic environment involved conversion
narratives, saintly memory and the transformation of local traditions rather than a simple
replacement of one world by another. Privratsky (2001) shows that Kazakh religion and
collective memory were linked to shrine practice, genealogy and local ways of remembering
Islam. These studies caution against treating Kazakh Islam either as a purely textual system
or as a folkloric residue. It is better understood as a living religious-cultural formation in which
memory, kinship, place and ritual have contributed to Islamic belonging.

Sound is central to this formation because Kazakh culture has historically relied on oral
transmission because, for much of its history, the Kazakhs were a nomadic pastoral society.
Their mobile way of life made written literary institutions less central than spoken performance
for preserving and transmitting knowledge, history, and cultural values. Poetry, epic narration,
blessing (bata), lament, didactic speech, proverb, song and instrumental sound have all carried
social memory. This does not mean that every Kazakh musical form is Islamic. It means that
religious meanings have often been transmitted through culturally authoritative forms: the
elder's voice, the poetic line, the repeated formula, the public recitation and the instructive
performance. Levin (1996) and Levin and Siziukei (2006) show that sonic culture in Central
Asia is closely connected with landscape, mobility, memory and social authority. Within this
field of sound, YasawT hikmet, Qur'anic recitation and forms of remembrance found channels
of transmission.

Concrete Kazakh examples make this clearer. Qur'anic recitation marks the authority of
revelation and creates an acoustic relation to divine speech; Nelson (2001) reminds us that
recitation is an art of disciplined vocalisation and reception. Dhikr practices connect vocal
repetition with remembrance and spiritual attention, especially through the Yasawl memory of
jahr and its later transformations. Religious songs, nasheed-like forms and poetic recitations
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may express praise, repentance, moral reflection or longing for God. Terme and didactic oral
performance can transmit ethical instruction, even when their explicitly religious content varies.
Bata, shrine-related narratives and saintly stories often carry blessing, supplication and local
religious memory through distinctive performative voices. These forms occupy a spectrum from
explicit worship to culturally Islamised expression. The analyst's task is to identify where a
given practice stands on that spectrum and what theological meaning participants attach to it.

The Kazakh category of poetic consciousness is especially relevant. Religious education has
often been linked with moral speech, poetic condensation and symbolic memory. Recent work
on Kazakh youth, spiritual unity and religious education points to the significance of cognitive
identification and poetic consciousness for moral and religious formation (Kindikbayeva et al.,
2025). Poetry does not replace theology, but it makes theological and ethical meanings
memorable. It condenses values into images, rhythms and formulas that can be repeated
across generations - exactly the function performed by sung hikmet. A sacred-sound approach
therefore shows how religious identity may be shaped by the ear and the voice as well as by
formal teaching.

Semiotic analysis helps interpret these forms. Abikenov et al. (2019) emphasise the symbolic
worlds embedded in cultural complexes, a perspective useful for understanding how sound
may function as a sign of belonging, authority and sacred orientation. A vocal formula may
point beyond itself to inherited memory; a melodic habit may signal devotional mood; a
repeated phrase may mark the speaker's relation to God and community. This semiotic
approach guards against superficial description. The question is what singing, reciting and
listening signify within a cultural system and how they organise relations between the self, God,
community and tradition.

Religion in Kazakhstan is connected with values, social trust and moral relationships (Abikenov
et al., 2025), while traditional values interact with modern social dynamics (Kudaibergenov et
al., 2025). Kazakh traditions are also being transformed under globalisation (Syzdykova et al.,
2024). These studies place sacred sound within debates about continuity and change.
Devotional sound is not simply a remnant of the past; it is one way in which religious identity
is negotiated in a changing society.

Religious identity and spiritual formation

Religious identity is a lived orientation formed through memory, practice, narrative, affect and
belonging. Stokes (1994) argues that music can contribute to the construction of place and
identity because it allows communities to imagine who they are and where they belong. In a
religious context this identity work becomes theological when sound connects the self to God,
tradition and moral community. Sacred sound can act as a bridge between individual devotion
and collective belonging: it teaches people how to listen, what to remember and which
emotions to cultivate.

The first mechanism is embodied remembrance. Dhikr involves language, but it is not only
cognitive. Repetition, breath, voice and posture discipline attention. When believers repeat
divine names or phrases, remembrance becomes bodily and temporal, interrupting ordinary
distraction and creating a rhythm of God-consciousness. Its force lies not in novelty but in
repeated orientation and in the gradual movement from the tongue to the heart. In Kazakh
contexts where religious practice has often been transmitted through oral and communal
forms, repeated remembrance connects personal piety to inherited modes of listening and
speaking.

The second mechanism is affective discipline. Sacred sound shapes emotion without reducing
spirituality to emotion. A devotional melody, recited poem or collective rhythm may produce
tenderness, humility, longing, gratitude or moral seriousness. These affects become religiously
significant when interpreted within a devotional frame. Becker (2004) explains how
communities learn to respond to sound in culturally specific ways, and DeNora (2000) shows
that sound can organise emotional life. In theology this organisation should be linked to ethical
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formation: the aim is not emotional intensity for its own sake, but a heart oriented towards
remembrance, compassion and responsibility.

The third mechanism is communal belonging. Collective recitation, shared listening and
devotional performance create participation. A person does not merely hear sound but hears
with others. This dimension is crucial for Kazakh Islamic culture, where religious identity has
often been intertwined with family, local memory, respect for elders and inherited moral codes.
Contemporary ethnography of Kazakhstani Sufi communities shows that shared remembrance
can still mark belonging to a community of practice (Karimov et al., 2024). Such belonging is
religious, moral and cultural at once.

The fourth mechanism is cultural continuity. Continuity is not the mechanical repetition of the
past. Traditions survive by reinterpretation (Syzdykova et al., 2024). Sacred sound carries
older forms into homes, mosques, classrooms, commemorative events, digital media, youth
performances and online platforms. The same poetic or devotional form may acquire new
meanings in new media. This can strengthen memory, but it can also commercialise or simplify
religion. A balanced account must therefore see both possibility and risk.

Running through these mechanisms is ethical orientation. Spiritual formation becomes visible
when sound shapes conduct and not only feeling. In Islamic terms remembrance is bound to
moral attention: the aim of dhikr is the renewal of God-consciousness in life. When devotional
music or poetic recitation cultivates humility, generosity, patience, gratitude and communal
responsibility, it contributes to ethical formation. This ethical purpose distinguishes sacred
sound from mere aesthetic experience.

A five-stage conceptual model: from sound to continuity

On the basis of the discussion above, this article proposes a five-stage conceptual model:
sacred sound, embodied remembrance, affective discipline, communal belonging and cultural
continuity. Ethical orientation is not a sixth stage; it is the purpose that runs through the model.
The model is not a causal measurement tool and should not be read as an empirical finding. It
is a theoretical framework for organising future research on dhikr and devotional sound in
Kazakh Islamic culture.

The first stage is sacred sound: voice, rhythm, intonation, recitation, poetic text and devotional
melody. Sound becomes sacred through orientation, context and reception rather than through
acoustic features alone. The same melodic structure may be devotional in one setting and
secular in another. A researcher must ask who performs the sound, where it occurs, what
words are used, how participants interpret it, and what ethical or theological purpose is
attached to it.

The second stage is embodied remembrance. Sacred sound draws the body into
remembrance through breath, hearing, voice and temporal repetition. Dhikr is the clearest
example because it explicitly names remembrance as its purpose, and the Yasawi memory of
jahr shows how audible remembrance can be corporate as well as individual. Other devotional
forms may also carry remembrance when they direct attention towards God, prophetic
example, moral reflection or spiritual accountability.

The third stage is affective discipline. Sound evokes feeling, but spiritual formation requires
the ordering of feeling. Longing, humility, joy, reverence, sorrow and gratitude are shaped by
religious narratives and communal expectations. The sama’ literature is helpful here because
it often insists that listening should occur under ethical conditions and with spiritual maturity
(Avery, 2004; Lewisohn, 1997). In Kazakh contexts, poetic and musical forms similarly link
emotion with moral instruction and collective memory.

The fourth stage is communal belonging. Sacred sound becomes a shared sign of identity
when people participate in it together or recognise it as part of their tradition. A community may
be formed through synchronised repetition, shared listening, common memory or inherited
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vocal styles. This process does not eliminate individual devotion; it situates it within a larger
moral world.

The fifth stage is cultural continuity. Sacred sound carries memory across generations while
changing with new conditions. In contemporary Kazakhstan devotional sound may circulate
through religious education, mosque-based practice, family gatherings, recordings, social
media and cultural events. Each setting reconfigures the relation between sound, authority and
identity. The model ends with continuity as re-semantisation: a tradition continues when its
core meanings are renewed within changing media and social contexts. Without ethical
orientation, sacred sound can become spectacle or heritage branding; with it, sound remains
a practice of formation (Figure 2).

Ethical orientation (purpose running through the model)
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Figure 2. Conceptual Framework

Theological cautions and contemporary relevance

Three cautions define the boundaries of the argument. First, this article offers no universal
ruling on Islam and music. Islamic positions on music and audition are diverse, historically
layered and socially contested; they often depend on devotional intention, text, setting,
instruments and moral effects. The focus here is narrower: how selected devotional and
cultural practices use sound in the formation of religious attention.

Second, Kazakh musical heritage is not treated as wholly Islamic. It includes secular,
ceremonial, didactic, national-cultural and devotional forms. Only practices that transmit
remembrance, moral instruction or religious identity are described as part of an Islamised
soundscape. This distinction avoids romantic nationalism and theological overextension.

Third, dhikr remains primarily remembrance and invocation. Its sonic qualities matter, but they
serve devotional orientation. Dhikr may be silent and inward or vocal and collective; the
Yasawi-Nagshbandr history of jahr and khafi shows that the tradition itself holds these forms
in productive tension. Devotional music is therefore a related practice, not a synonym for dhikr.

These cautions become especially important in contemporary media. Digital circulation can
widen access to devotional sound for younger and diasporic audiences, yet it can also detach
sound from context, authority and discipline. VanderMeulen's work on Qur'anic recording
shows how technology reshapes aural authority (VanderMeulen, 2021). Similar questions
apply to Kazakh devotional sound: who authorises online religious performance, how listeners
interpret it, and whether digital repetition sustains remembrance or turns devotional sound into
display. The contemporary relevance of this inquiry lies in linking theology, culture and identity
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without reducing one to the other. Sacred sound carries doctrine into memory, memory into
effect, affect into belonging and belonging into ethical orientation.

Conclusion

This article has argued that sacred sound is a significant medium of spiritual formation and
religious identity in Kazakh Islamic culture. Dhikr, devotional music, poetic recitation and
culturally embedded vocal practices should not be treated only as aesthetic heritage or
entertainment. When oriented towards remembrance, ethical attention and communal
memory, they become practices through which religious consciousness is formed. Sacred
sound disciplines attention through repetition, gives affective shape to religious meaning,
creates shared belonging and transmits moral values across generations. The Yasawl
heritage, especially sung hikmet and vocal remembrance, shows that this is a historically
grounded feature of how Islam took root and continues to be remembered on the Kazakh
steppe.

The article has also emphasised caution. Islam contains diverse views on music and audition;
Kazakh musical culture cannot be wholly identified with religion; and dhikr must remain
primarily a practice of remembrance rather than a musical genre. These distinctions make it
possible to analyse devotional sound without theological exaggeration. The five-stage model
offered here provides a framework for future research on sound, spirituality and identity in
Kazakhstan. Its main contribution is to show that religious formation is not only textual or
institutional. It is also audible. Through voice, rhythm, listening and remembrance, Kazakh
Islamic culture continues to renew the relation between faith, memory and belonging.

Limitations and future research

This article is conceptual and theological-cultural in design. It does not present interviews,
ethnography, surveys, musical transcriptions or participant observation, and no empirical data
are claimed. Its arguments rest on an interpretive synthesis of scholarship on sound and
religion, Islamic devotional listening, Sufism, Central Asian Islam and recent studies of Kazakh
spirituality, values and cultural transformation.

Future research could test and refine the proposed model through ethnography, interviews and
media analysis. Fieldwork could examine how vocal and silent dhikr are practised in Kazakh
communities, including Jahriyya and Nagshbandi lineages, and how Yasawi hikmet is
performed at the Turkistan shrine and beyond. Interviews with religious teachers, performers,
mosque participants and young listeners could clarify how sacred sound is interpreted.
Comparative studies could examine mosque recitation, family devotional practice, cultural-
stage performance and digital religious sound. Further theological work could relate Kazakh
devotional sound to wider Islamic debates on sama’, nasheed, Qur'anic recitation and ethical
listening.
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