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Subject: Submission of Manuscript for Consideration  

Cover Letter 

 

 

Dear Editor-in-Chief, 

I am writing to submit my manuscript titled "Batu Qulhu—The Stone of Death: Harmonizing 

Traditional Funerals in the Mandailing Community of North Sumatra" for consideration in 

Heliyon. I believe that this manuscript aligns well with the scope and interests of your esteemed 

journal. The study investigates the practices and significance of traditional funerals within the 

Mandailing community of North Sumatra. It explores the cultural rituals and ceremonies 

surrounding the use of "Batu Qulhu," a symbolic stone of great importance in the funeral rites. 

By examining the harmonization of traditional funeral practices in this community, the research 

sheds light on the cultural dynamics and sociocultural beliefs of the Mandailing people. The 

relevance of this study to Heliyon is further strengthened by its connection to a previous 

publication by Baan (2020) on Torajan funeral rituals, which was successfully published in 

your journal. Building upon Baan's work, this manuscript expands the understanding of funeral 

traditions within different cultural contexts, providing valuable insights into the diversity of 

funeral practices across Indonesia. 

The manuscript adheres to rigorous research methodology and incorporates a comprehensive 

analysis of primary data gathered through interviews, participant observations, and document 

analysis. The findings offer a unique perspective on the cultural heritage of the Mandailing 

community, highlighting the significance of "Batu Qulhu" as a symbol of death and 

remembrance. 

I believe that this research will contribute significantly to the existing literature on cultural 

anthropology, ethnography, and religious studies. The manuscript meets the high standards of 

originality, methodological rigor, and theoretical engagement upheld by Heliyon. 

I kindly request that you consider my manuscript for publication in Heliyon. I am confident 

that it will make a valuable addition to the journal's collection of interdisciplinary research. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to hearing from you soon. 

 

Sincerely, 

Sahrul 
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Batu Qulhu—The Stone of Death: Harmonizing Traditional Funerals in the Mandailing 1 

Community of North Sumatra 2 

Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in 3 

traditional communities worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on 4 

exploring the unique funeral ritual known as Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing 5 

community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field observations and 6 

interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 7 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first 8 

Imam in the Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and 9 

village malims (religious teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers 10 

to the white river stones utilized by the congregation during the ritual to count the number of 11 

prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a strict protocol, encompassing 12 

prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The 13 

efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and 14 

the preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the 15 

Mandailing community, similar cultural practices can be observed in other regions, 16 

highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, find solace in 17 

collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and social 18 

cohesion. 19 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and 20 

values 21 

1. Introduction 22 

The manner in which individuals navigate the `concept of death holds significance as it 23 

encompasses their cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral 24 

component of culture, provides a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making 25 

sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those 26 

experiencing grief (Collier 2003). Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the 27 

deceased and the support offered to grieving families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic 28 

practices (Muallimin 2021). These rituals hold particular significance within religious 29 

frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental 30 

aspects of communal worship (Gafar 2016). Within the Islamic tradition, the management of 31 

deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically drawing attention to 32 



Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting 33 

that every individual is bound to experience death (Rosadi 2022). In his groundbreaking 1907 34 

study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and 35 

sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death (Bowen 1984). His intricate 36 

analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the boundaries of 37 

both the spiritual and physical realms. 38 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 39 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people (Baan et al. 2022), 40 

the traditional Javanese community (Woodward 1988; Munandar 2019), and the Balinese who 41 

perform the ngaben ceremony (Ardhana et al. 2019; Priatini 2021), express their funeral 42 

customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and procedures provide 43 

profound insights into the community and society in which they are performed. In these 44 

traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted to honor the 45 

deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly influence 46 

funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, which 47 

involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed (Warisno and Tabrani 48 

2018), and the azan (call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies (Gafar 2016). 49 

Moreover, in certain regions of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local 50 

traditions. For example, the people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom 51 

of placing attributes on the head of the deceased during the funeral procession (Anggraini et 52 

al. 2020). While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang community also practices bakayaik, which 53 

takes place 100 days after someone's passing. Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative 54 

of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with his miraculous birth and chronicling his 55 

relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. This ceremonial tradition blends the 56 

eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a captivating linguistic tapestry that 57 

enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, the reuhab tradition involves 58 

decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days (Nurdin and Fazal 2022). These practices 59 

exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural expressions in 60 

funeral rituals across Indonesia. 61 

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of funeral traditions within the Muslim 62 

community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in 63 

the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply 64 

rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the 65 

Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and 66 



intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral 67 

traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses the historical aspect of the ritual, 68 

the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and values contained in this ritual. 69 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 70 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 71 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 72 

either "Mandala Holing" (Lubis 2003; Nasution 2019) or "Mundailing," referring to the 73 

refugees from Munda (Wahyuni 2019). It is believed that the Munda people originally 74 

inhabited the northern regions of India before the arrival of the Aryans (Fitri et al. 2000). The 75 

historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda people has been examined through 76 

linguistic evidence (Rau and Sidwell 2019). Due to pressure from the Aryans, the Munda 77 

people migrated southward within India (Rau and Sidwell 2019; Mullick 2020; Blench 2022), 78 

and this Aryan occupation of the Munda people occurred around 1200-1500 BC (Lal 1998). 79 

Eventually, the displaced Munda people migrated to Southeast Asia (Mullick 2020), although 80 

the specific country of their migration is not specified. It is likely that some of them reached 81 

North Sumatra through the Barus Port in Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at 82 

that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" book from 1365, which mentions the presence of 83 

the Mandailing as one of the most significant ethnic groups in the archipelago (Lubis 2003, 84 

2005). The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and Padang Lawas. The mention of 85 

these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been known by outsiders since ancient 86 

dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing people trace their origin back to 87 

the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now known as Natal), it is more 88 

commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the Batak ethnic group.  89 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 90 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  (Pulungan 2018; Sahrul 91 

and Fadhila Daulai 2019), this perspective faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and 92 

historians. However, an analysis of factors such as skin color, language, clan structure, and 93 

genealogy support the assertion that the Mandailing community is indeed a component of the 94 

broader Batak ethnic group. To establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer 95 

to themselves as "halak kita" (our people) of South Tapanuli (Sahrul 2018), rather than as 96 

"halak batak" (Batak people) (Rodgers 2012; Fitri and Suryana 2022). Regarding religious 97 

affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing population follows Islam, with a 98 

minority of Christians found in specific locations like Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, 99 



and other Indonesian cities. Before embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing 100 

people focused around ancestral spirits referred to as "si pele begu" (Lubis 2005), incorporating 101 

influences from Hinduism and Buddhism (Janra 2017). Recent field research conducted in the 102 

Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts associated with both Hindu and Buddhist 103 

traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan within the Greater Mandailing area 104 

(Lubis et al. 2020). 105 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 106 

and defeated this movement by 1835 (Kartomi 1981; Rodgers 2013; Amliansyah 2021). The 107 

term 'Padri' has two possible origins. One explanation suggests that it stems from the 108 

Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable 109 

figures associated with the Padri movement can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ (Stark 2023). 110 

This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist Islamic movement led by local 111 

scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and reform Islam in the region, 112 

criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations from strict Islamic 113 

teachings (Nasution 2019; Amliansyah 2021). They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 114 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 115 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 116 

their message of religious purity and social justice (Abdullah 1966). The Padris' growing 117 

influence and power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing 118 

their authority and control (Amliansyah 2021; Stark 2023). 119 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 120 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 121 

advice, na means five, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of 122 

advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu (keeping 123 

your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu 124 

(keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) (Pulungan 125 

2018; Siregar and Siregar 2021). These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing 126 

community and the Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the 127 

Madina people's reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with 128 

various cultural practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as 129 

marhaban (barzanzi)3, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah4, are performed on joyful 130 

occasions such as weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as 131 



well as during significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new 132 

home (Sahrul 2018). 133 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 134 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 135 

boru (Pulungan 2018; Silalahi et al. 2018; Sahrul and Fadhila Daulai 2019; Suhendra et al. 136 

2023). Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ (Hasselgren 2000), is a cultural value, 137 

created by the Creator that guide Batakese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 138 

relation (Harahap 2016). The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In 139 

Mandailing community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values 140 

and teachings. Mandailing Islamic communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 141 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices. This concept reinforces the importance 142 

of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and upholding 143 

social justice within the community. 144 

2. Location Settings 145 

The Mandailing Natal region, also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 146 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 147 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 148 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 149 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 (BPS-Statistics of Mandailing Natal Regency 150 

2022). Based on official records, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 151 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares. Forested areas occupy 30.04% of 152 

the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 153 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 154 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 155 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 156 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed (Antoko and Sukmana 2007). These 157 

rivers are beneficial for major population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and 158 

industrial sectors. However, for years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining 159 

activities including sands, rocks and gold (Nasution et al. 2021, 2022). 160 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 161 

5% consists of Christians, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. 162 

Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches (Statistics of Sumatra Utara Province 163 

2022), to support the religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 164 



districts and over 370 villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic 165 

groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic 166 

schools, known as madrasah, hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural 167 

life of the community. Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious 168 

traditions, such as the celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-169 

Adha, is observed among the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility 170 

and assisting those in need, in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the 171 

engagement of the Muslim community in charitable and community service activities. The 172 

local government plays a supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary 173 

infrastructure to promote Islamic education (Lubis et al. 2019). 174 

3. Methodology 175 

3.1. Design of the Research 176 

This study employs a qualitative research design, incorporating both phenomenological 177 

and ethnographic approaches. In this sense, qualitative research is concerned with 178 

understanding the unique characteristics and experiences of each case, rather than seeking to 179 

identify generalizable patterns or trends (Small and Calarco 2022). This approach focuses on 180 

capturing the richness and complexity of human experiences and behaviors as they occur in 181 

natural situations (Amaratunga et al. 2002; Creswell and Creswell 2018). The integration of 182 

research subjects' knowledge with that of the researchers holds substantial importance, as it 183 

facilitates the recognition and documentation of outcomes from a local perspective inherent to 184 

the subjects themselves (Reyes-García et al. 2013; Baan et al. 2022). By embracing an emic 185 

approach, this integration acknowledges the significance of understanding and interpreting the 186 

cultural context and subjective experiences of the subjects, ultimately enhancing the research 187 

process and its findings. 188 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 189 

The present study collected data during fieldwork conducted over six months in 2022, 190 

focusing on five selected districts out of a total of 23 districts in the study area (see Figure 1). 191 

The research aimed to gain insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu Qulhu ritual 192 

among the Mandailing community in Madina. Here, Batu Qulhu event in July 2022 was 193 

observed and recorded through photos and videos.  194 

In previous ethnographic studies, a constrained number of subjects were employed, 195 

exemplified by two studies focusing on the practices of anaesthesia within two British hospital 196 



staffs (Smith et al. 2003). Additionally, Baan et al. (2022) conducted research on funeral rituals 197 

in Toraja with the involvement of two informants, whereas Lee et al. (2007) examined the 198 

experience of depression among the Chinese using a sample size of five informants. In line 199 

with the present study, data collection encompassed interviews with a total of eight carefully 200 

selected subjects, as indicated in Table 1. The selection process for these subjects was guided 201 

by specific criteria deemed relevant to the research objectives. Firstly, the informants were 202 

required to be imams or leaders of the Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral 203 

ceremonies within the Mandailing community. Secondly, they needed to possess a profound 204 

understanding of the norms and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Finally, the informants 205 

were expected to be Ulama or respected Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. 206 

Fluency in the Mandailing language was also a prerequisite for the selection of informants. To 207 

identify suitable subjects, consultations were conducted with local authorities, such as the 208 

Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) in Madina, as well as local figures. 209 

The research employed a combination of observation and in-depth interviews to gather data. 210 

Initially, contact with the informants was established through various means, including phone 211 

calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, in order to arrange and conduct the interviews 212 

effectively. 213 

Figure 1 214 

Table 1 215 

3.3. Ethical Consideration 216 

The current study has been conducted in accordance with Cluster Interdisciplinary Basic 217 

Research and Ethical Approval (Approval No: 0616615683). This study adhered to rigorous 218 

ethical guidelines and received approval from the Rector of State Islamic University of North 219 

Sumatera (UINSU). All research data and records were securely stored in a password-protected 220 

computer located in the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 221 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication at UINSU, with restricted access 222 

granted only to the author. Furthermore, prior to participation, informed consent was obtained 223 

from all eight subjects involved in the study, ensuring their voluntary and informed 224 

involvement. 225 

4. Findings and Discussion 226 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 227 



Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 228 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 229 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 230 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 231 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with BN (65), an ulama, 232 

and MR (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 233 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 234 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 235 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 236 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 237 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 238 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 239 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 240 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 241 

An alternative explanation, provided by PN (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 242 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 243 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 244 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 245 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 246 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 247 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 248 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 249 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 250 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 251 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 252 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 253 

spiritual gatherings. PN further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 254 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 255 

coming together for tahlilan. 256 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 257 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 258 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 259 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 260 



or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 261 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 262 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 263 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 264 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 265 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 266 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 267 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 268 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview ML (65), 269 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 270 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 271 

augment the collective remembrance, a white balancing stone, known also as Batu Bontar, the 272 

size of an adult's big toe or larger, was employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be 273 

recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 274 

Figure 2 275 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 276 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 277 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 278 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities 279 

(Nasution et al. 2022), and tend to pollute due to its waste (Nasution et al. 2021). Secondly, 280 

these stones possess distinct characteristics that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at 281 

hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean 282 

appearance further enhances their appeal. Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in 283 

withstanding the rigors of varying weather conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. 284 

Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed by the community to alleviate the 285 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 286 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 287 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 288 

shamanistic traditions e.g., (Fraser 2015; Hasibuan et al. 2020). However, it is important to 289 

note that the religious activities associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not 290 

influenced by shamanism, but rather stem solely from religious traditions previously followed 291 

by religious scholars, religious teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary 292 

practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance has been inherited and embraced by moslem society in 293 



Madina. Based on interview with ML (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of qulhu 294 

stone remembrance adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 295 

 “The tradition of recalling the qulhu stones was once a highly regulated practice. It 296 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 297 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 298 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 299 

recitation of qulhu would take place during nighttime gatherings, where all the stones 300 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 301 

dispersed”. 302 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 303 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 304 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 305 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 306 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 307 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 308 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 309 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 310 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 311 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 312 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 313 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 314 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by ADL (60). 315 

Basically, this ritual has many similarity to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 316 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 317 

(NU) community in Sumatra (Warisno and Tabrani 2018; Syahnan 2019). However, in Batu 318 

Qulhu remembrance, there are five Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. 319 

These Imams are voluntarily appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own 320 

agreement. The priests then read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the 321 

deceased, his/her family as well to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the 322 

Surat of the Quran (QS), and praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are 323 

voluntarily attend the ritual without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three 324 

consecutive days after the death, and organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, 325 

and commonly refered to Serikat Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and 326 

the congregation are artfully arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. 327 



This arrangement allows for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly 328 

within reach for the worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota 329 

district, it was noticed that there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As 330 

additional information that commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, 331 

but some people also held the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for 332 

overseeing the course of the Batu Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ 333 

responsibility in Batu Qulhu procession. 334 

Table 2 335 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consequtive 336 

days where:  337 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 338 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 339 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 340 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 341 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu qulhu procession. 342 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 343 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 344 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 345 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 346 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 347 

on the second night of recitation, qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 348 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 349 

qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed procedure 350 

entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. For each 351 

subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are chosen for 352 

a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-time 353 

reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 354 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 355 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 356 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 357 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 358 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 359 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 360 



burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 361 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 362 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 363 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 364 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 365 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 366 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 367 

4: 78). 368 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 369 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 370 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 371 

which includes the leveling of the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 372 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 373 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 374 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 375 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 376 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 377 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 378 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 379 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 380 

tradition. 381 

Figure 3 382 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 383 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 384 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 385 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 386 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 387 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 388 

mosque during evening as mentioned by HR (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 389 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 390 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by AT 391 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the night after the Isya prayer on 392 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 393 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 394 



retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the the stones are consistently washed and kept 395 

in a plastic sack or a large container. However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's 396 

mindset and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from funeral 397 

parlors, flower shops, or construction material stores in Madina region as mentioned by KN 398 

(50): 399 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 400 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building materials”).  401 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 402 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 403 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 404 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 405 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 406 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 407 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 408 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 409 

Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition among the NU community in Sumatra, can 410 

also be found. 411 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 412 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 413 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 414 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 415 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 416 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 417 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 418 

necessary, as indicated by MR (52): 419 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 420 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 421 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 422 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 423 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 424 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 425 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 426 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 427 



bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 428 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 429 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 430 

preservation of identity. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be 431 

observed in other regions, fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace 432 

in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social 433 

cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in 434 

the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 435 

Table 3 436 

5. Conclusion 437 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 438 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 439 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 440 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 441 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 442 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 443 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 444 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 445 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 446 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 447 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 448 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 449 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. As funeral 450 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 451 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 452 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. 453 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 454 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 455 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 456 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 457 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 458 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 459 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 460 



based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 461 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 462 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 463 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 464 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 465 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 466 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 467 
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  619 



Figures 620 

 621 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 622 

 623 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 624 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 625 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 626 

a b



 627 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 628 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 629 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 630 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 631 

  632 

a b



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 633 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 BN 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 MR 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 PN 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 ML 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 KN 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 AT 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 ADL 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 MH 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 634 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 635 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah12; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 636 

Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 637 



Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 638 

 
1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) (Lubis 2003). 
3  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 



 
4  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

(Haryanto 2017). Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal (Khairurrijal 2020). 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

The manner in which individuals navigate the `concept of death holds significance as it 32 

encompasses their cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral 33 

component of culture, provides a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making 34 

sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those 35 

experiencing grief [1]. Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and 36 

the support offered to grieving families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [2]. 37 

These rituals hold particular significance within religious frameworks as they are not only 38 

Revised manuscript file - highlighting revisions made Click here to view linked References

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 

https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=1&fileID=3043905&msid=40e672f0-a4de-43b6-bd13-a3abc5383191
https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=1&fileID=3043905&msid=40e672f0-a4de-43b6-bd13-a3abc5383191


guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [3]. 39 

Within the Islamic tradition, the management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found 40 

in the Qur'an, specifically drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse 41 

underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to 42 

experience death [4]. In his groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined 43 

three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating 44 

conceptualization of death [5]. His intricate analysis portrays death as a profound 45 

transformative journey that transcends the boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 46 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 47 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [6], the traditional 48 

Javanese community [7,8], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [9,10], express 49 

their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and 50 

procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 51 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 52 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 53 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 54 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [11], and the azan 55 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [3]. Moreover, in certain regions 56 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 57 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 58 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [12]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 59 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 60 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 61 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 62 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 63 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 64 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [13]. These 65 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 66 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 67 

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of funeral traditions within the Muslim 68 

community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in 69 

the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply 70 

rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the 71 

Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and 72 
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intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral 73 

traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses the historical aspect of the ritual, 74 

the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and values contained in this ritual. 75 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 76 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 77 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 78 

either "Mandala Holing" [14,15] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [16]. 79 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 80 

the arrival of the Aryans [17]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 81 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [18]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 82 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [18–20], and this Aryan occupation of the 83 

Munda people occurred around 1200-1500 BC [21]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 84 

migrated to Southeast Asia [20], although the specific country of their migration is not 85 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 86 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 87 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 88 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [14,22]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 89 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 90 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 91 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 92 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 93 

Batak ethnic group.  94 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 95 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [23,24], this perspective 96 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 97 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 98 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [25,26]. To 99 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 100 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 101 

[28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 102 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 103 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. Before 104 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 105 
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referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [31]. 106 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 107 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 108 

within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 109 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 110 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]. The term 'Padri' has two possible origins. 111 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 112 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 113 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [34]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 114 

reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 115 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 116 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [15,30]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 117 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 118 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 119 

their message of religious purity and social justice [35]. The Padris' growing influence and 120 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 121 

and control [30,34]. 122 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 123 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 124 

advice, na means five, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of 125 

advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu (keeping 126 

your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu 127 

(keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) [23,36]. 128 

These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the Mandailing 129 

ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's reputation for being 130 

religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural practices that are imbued 131 

with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban (barzanzi)3, the use of plain flour, 132 

and upah-upah4, are performed on joyful occasions such as weddings, recoveries from illness, 133 

and the attainment of new positions, as well as during significant life transitions such as the 134 

birth of a child and moving into a new home [27]. 135 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 136 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 137 

boru [23,24,37,38]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [26], is a cultural value, 138 
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created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 139 

relation [39]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 140 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 141 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 142 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [39,40]. This concept reinforces the 143 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 144 

upholding social justice within the community [23,24,39]. 145 

2. Location Settings 146 

The Mandailing Natal region, also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 147 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 148 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 149 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 150 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [41]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 151 

Natal Regency [41], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 152 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 153 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 154 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 155 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 156 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 157 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [42]. These rivers are beneficial for major 158 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 159 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 160 

and gold [43,44]. 161 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 162 

5% consists of Christians, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. 163 

Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [45], to support the religious practices of 164 

its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 villages. Muslim 165 

community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural 166 

and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, hold a prominent 167 

position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. Furthermore, active 168 

participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the celebration of two major 169 

Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among the Muslim population. 170 

A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, in alignment with 171 
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Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim community in charitable 172 

and community service activities. The local government plays a supportive role by 173 

implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote Islamic education 174 

[46]. 175 

3. Methodology 176 

3.1. Design of the Research 177 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 178 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. The primary aim of qualitative research is to 179 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 180 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [47]. This method emphasizes the 181 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 182 

settings [48,49]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 183 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 184 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 185 

themselves [6,50]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 186 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 187 

previously described in studies by [6,34,51–53]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 188 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 189 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 190 

findings. 191 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 192 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 193 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 194 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 195 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 196 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 197 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 198 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 199 

interviews. 200 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 201 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [54]. Similarly, 202 

Baan et al. [6] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 203 
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Lee et al. [55] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 204 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 205 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 206 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 207 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 208 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 209 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 210 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 211 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 212 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 213 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 214 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 215 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 216 

Table 1 217 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-218 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 219 

which was coordinated by the first author, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total of 90 days. The 220 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 221 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 222 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 223 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 224 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 225 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 226 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 227 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 228 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 229 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 230 

analysis purposes. 231 

Figure 1 232 

3.3. Data Analysis 233 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 234 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 235 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 236 
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collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 237 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 238 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 239 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 240 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 241 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 242 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 243 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 244 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 245 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 246 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 247 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 248 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 249 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 250 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 251 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 252 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 253 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 254 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 255 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 256 

0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 257 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 258 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 259 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 260 

Prior to their participation in the study, informed consent was diligently obtained from all 261 

eight subjects involved, safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the research. 262 

To ensure confidentiality, each subject was identified using an initial "P" followed by relevant 263 

details such as age and current profession. Additionally, all photographs presented in this study 264 

were done so with verbal agreement from all participants, emphasizing the paramount 265 

importance of respecting their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This 266 

stringent adherence to ethical principles underscores the rigor and integrity of the current study, 267 

enabling an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices surrounding the Batu Qulhu 268 

ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 269 
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4. Findings and Discussion 270 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 271 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 272 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 273 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 274 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 275 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 276 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 277 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 278 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 279 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 280 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 281 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 282 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 283 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 284 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 285 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 286 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 287 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 288 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 289 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 290 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 291 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 292 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 293 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 294 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 295 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 296 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 297 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 298 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 299 

coming together for tahlilan. 300 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 301 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 302 
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tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 303 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 304 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 305 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 306 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 307 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 308 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 309 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 310 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 311 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 312 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 313 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 314 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 315 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 316 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 317 

Figure 2 318 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 319 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 320 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 321 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [43], 322 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [44]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 323 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 324 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 325 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 326 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 327 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 328 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 329 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 330 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [56,57]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 331 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 332 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 333 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 334 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 335 
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interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 336 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 337 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 338 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 339 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 340 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 341 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 342 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 343 

dispersed”. 344 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 345 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 346 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 347 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 348 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 349 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 350 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 351 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 352 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 353 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 354 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 355 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 356 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 357 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 358 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 359 

(NU) community in Sumatra [11,58]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 360 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 361 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 362 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 363 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 364 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 365 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 366 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 367 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 368 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 369 
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for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 370 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 371 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 372 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 373 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 374 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 375 

procession. 376 

Table 2 377 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consequtive 378 

days where:  379 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 380 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 381 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 382 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 383 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu qulhu procession. 384 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 385 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 386 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 387 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 388 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 389 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 390 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 391 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 392 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 393 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 394 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-395 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 396 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 397 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 398 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 399 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 400 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 401 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 402 
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burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 403 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 404 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 405 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 406 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 407 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 408 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 409 

4: 78). 410 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 411 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 412 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 413 

which includes the leveling of the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 414 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 415 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 416 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 417 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 418 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 419 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 420 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 421 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 422 

tradition. 423 

Figure 3 424 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 425 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 426 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 427 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 428 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 429 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 430 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 431 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 432 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 433 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 434 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 435 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 436 
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retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 437 

a plastic sack or a large container. However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset 438 

and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in 439 

Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 440 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 441 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 442 

store”).  443 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 444 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 445 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 446 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 447 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 448 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 449 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 450 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 451 

Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition among the NU community in Sumatra, can 452 

also be found. 453 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 454 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 455 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 456 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 457 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 458 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 459 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 460 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 461 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 462 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 463 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 464 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 465 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 466 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 467 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 468 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 469 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 470 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 471 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 472 

preservation of identity. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be 473 

observed in other regions, fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace 474 

in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social 475 

cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in 476 

the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 477 

Table 3 478 

5. Conclusion 479 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 480 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 481 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 482 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 483 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 484 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 485 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 486 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 487 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 488 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 489 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 490 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 491 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. As funeral 492 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 493 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 494 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. 495 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 496 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 497 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 498 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 499 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 500 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 501 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 502 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 503 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 504 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 505 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 506 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 507 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 508 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 509 
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 704 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 705 

 706 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 707 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 708 

during this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 709 
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 710 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 711 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 712 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 713 

at P4 residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 714 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 716 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 717 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 718 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 719 

Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 720 
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Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 721 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [14]. 
3  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
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4  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[59]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [60]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 BN 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 MR 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 PN 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 ML 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 KN 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 AT 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 ADL 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 MH 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 

Table Click here to access/download;Table;6-Tables.pdf
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• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 7 

 8 

 
1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 



 
 

 



 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 

a b
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 
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DAFTAR WAWANCARA 

 INFORMAN ZIKIR BATU QULHU PADA UPACARA KEMATIAN MASYARAKAT 

MANDAILING DI SUMATERA UTARA 

 

A. Sejarah 

1. Sejak kapan sejarah zikir batu qulhu pada etnis Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?   

2. Siapa orang pertama yang mempraktekkan zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian pada  

masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?  

3. Mengapa dahulu zikir batu qulhu cukup ketat pelaksanaannya di kalangan para ulama, 

leluhur, pemuka desa dan masyarakat?   

4. Mengapa menggunakan batu warna putih? 

5. Berapa besaran ukuran batu qulhu digunakan pada upacara kematian pada masyarakat 

Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?  

6. Apakah zikir batu qulhu praktek agama atau warisan budaya leluhur?  

  

B. Praktek zikir batu qulhu 

1. Apakah zikir batu qulhu adalah praktek perdukunan atau praktek keagamaan yang 

dilaksanakan oleh para leluhur atau para ulama dahulunya?  

2. Berapa orang imam yang memimpin zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian 

masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 

3. Apa saja syarat-syarat yang diperlukan menjadi imam zikir batu qulhu pada upacara 

kematian masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 

4. Setelah batu qulhu dizikirkan, apakah batu batu tersebut diletakkan di atas kuburan? 

5. Bagaimana proses peletakan batu qulhu di kuburan pada hari keempat dari kematian?  

6. Apakah kaum ibu, naposo bulung (pemuda) dan nauli bulung (perempuan gadis) 

melaksanakan zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian masyarakat Mandailing di 

Sumatera Utara?  

C. Norma dan Nilai Zikir Batu Qulhu 

1. Apa saja norma-norma yang terdapat dalam zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian 

masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 

2. Apa makna gundal pada upacara kematian masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?  

3. Selain mengandung norma, apa saja nilai-nilai yang terkandung dalam zikir batu qulhu 

pada upacara kematian pada masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 



4. Apakah zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian dapat mempererat hubungan sosial 

pada masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?  



List of Question 

Batu Qulhu—The Stone of Death: Harmonizing Traditional Funerals 
in the Mandailing Community of North Sumatra 
 
Narahubung / Correspondence: sahrul@uinsu.ac.id 

 

Identitas Informan / Informant Identity 

Nama Lengkap / Full Name:  

Jenis Kelamin / Sex:  

Usia / Age:  

Alamat / Address:  

Pekerjaan / Occupation:  

Lama tinggal / Length of stay:  

 
A. Historical Inquiries 

Sejak kapan sejarah dzikir Batu Qulhu pada etnis Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 
What is the chronological origin of the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice among the Mandailing 
ethnic group in North Sumatra? 

Siapa orang pertama yang mempraktekkan dzikir Batu Qulhu pada upacara kematian pada  
masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara?  
Who was the initial individual to initiate the tradition of Batu Qulhu remembrance during funeral 
ceremonies among the Mandailing people in North Sumatra? 

Mengapa dahulu dzikir Batu Qulhu cukup ketat pelaksanaannya di kalangan para ulama, 
leluhur, pemuka desa dan masyarakat?   
What were the factors contributing to the rigorous observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance by 
religious figures, ancestors, village leaders, and the community? 

Apakah alasan yang mendasari pelaksanaan dzikir Batu Qulhu menggunakan batu warna 
putih? 
What is the rationale behind the utilization of white stones in this tradition? 

Berapa besar ukuran Batu Qulhu digunakan pada upacara kematian pada masyarakat 
Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 
What is the typical dimension of the Batu Qulhu employed in funeral ceremonies within the 
Mandailing community in North Sumatra? 

Bagaimana cara masyarakat lokal mendapatkan batu untuk keperluan ritual Batu Qulhu? 
How do people get materials or pebbles for Batu Qulhu ritual? 

B. Implementation of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 

Apakah zikir batu qulhu adalah praktek perdukunan atau praktek keagamaan yang 
dilaksanakan oleh para leluhur atau para ulama dahulunya? 
Is the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance rooted in shamanistic rituals or religious customs 
conducted by ancestral figures or former scholars? 

Berapa orang Imam yang memimpin zikir Batu Qulhu pada upacara kematian 
masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? Dan apa peran masing-masing? 
How many priests are involved in leading the Batu Qulhu remembrance during funeral ceremonies 
among the Mandailing people in North Sumatra? And what is the role of each Imam? 

Apa saja syarat-syarat yang diperlukan menjadi Imam zikir batu qulhu pada upacara 
kematian masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 
What prerequisites are necessary to become a qulhu stone remembrance priest at the funeral 
ceremony for the Mandailing people in North Sumatra? 

Bagaimana proses pelaksanaan ritual Batu Qulhu yang dilakukan oleh masyarakat 
Mandailing pada masa sekarang? 



In contemporary times, what are the current procedures involved in the execution of the Batu 
Qulhu ritual by the Mandailing community? 

Bagaimana proses peletakan Batu Qulhu di kuburan pada hari keempat dari kematian? 
Could you describe the procedure for depositing the Batu Qulhu into the grave on the fourth day 
following the decease? 

Apakah kaum ibu, naposo bulung (pemuda) dan nauli bulung (perempuan gadis) 
melaksanakan zikir batu qulhu pada upacara kematian masyarakat Mandailing di 
Sumatera Utara? 
Are mothers, naposo bulung (youth), and nauli bulung (women) actively engaged in the Batu 
Qulhu remembrance during the Mandailing people's funeral ceremony in North Sumatra? 

C. Norms and Values Associated with Batu Qulhu Remembrance 

Apa saja norma-norma yang terdapat dalam dzikir Batu Qulhu pada upacara kematian 
masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 
What are the prevailing norms associated with the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice during 
funeral ceremonies among the Mandailing people in North Sumatra? 

Apakah dzikir Batu Qulhu pada upacara kematian dapat mempererat hubungan sosial 
pada masyarakat Mandailing di Sumatera Utara? 
To what extent does the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance during funerals contribute to the 
strengthening of social relations within the Mandailing community in North Sumatra? 

 



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 BN 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 MR 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 PN 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 ML 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 KN 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 AT 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 ADL 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 MH 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 
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Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Dear Editor, 

 

Thank you very much for your valuable feedback, 

 

Here, we have fixed our draft under your earlier comments and response to your question. 

 

Comment: 

Before we can send out for review, please ensure table one follows the rest of the manuscript 

in terms of anonymity and now that participant numbers have been used. There is no need to 

provide the participants initials when participant numbers have been used and this will also 

ensure anonymity. 

Response: 

Thank you. Here we have fixed the table 1 in the draft and also in the attached table file using 

the revise version of pseudonym of “P” for all participants. 

 

Question: 

Please provide reasoning for the use of verbal rather than written consent for photographs. 

(Assumably, the authors also took verbal consent to participate as this is not stated?) 

 

Response: 

Thank you for your detailed review. In the current study, we obtained both written and verbal 

consent from participants, ensuring formal documentation and protection. Written consent 

adds an extra layer of transparency and adheres to ethical standards for data collection and 

publication. All relevant information about these agreements is included in the ethical 

consideration section (lines 261-272). 

 

Best regards, 

Authors 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

The manner in which individuals navigate the `concept of death holds significance as it 32 

encompasses their cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral 33 

component of culture, provides a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making 34 

sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those 35 

experiencing grief [1]. Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and 36 

the support offered to grieving families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [2]. 37 

These rituals hold particular significance within religious frameworks as they are not only 38 
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guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [3]. 39 

Within the Islamic tradition, the management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found 40 

in the Qur'an, specifically drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse 41 

underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to 42 

experience death [4]. In his groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined 43 

three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating 44 

conceptualization of death [5]. His intricate analysis portrays death as a profound 45 

transformative journey that transcends the boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 46 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 47 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [6], the traditional 48 

Javanese community [7,8], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [9,10], express 49 

their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and 50 

procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 51 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 52 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 53 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 54 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [11], and the azan 55 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [3]. Moreover, in certain regions 56 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 57 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 58 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [12]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 59 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 60 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 61 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 62 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 63 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 64 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [13]. These 65 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 66 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 67 

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of funeral traditions within the Muslim 68 

community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in 69 

the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply 70 

rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the 71 

Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and 72 
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intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral 73 

traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses the historical aspect of the ritual, 74 

the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and values contained in this ritual. 75 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 76 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 77 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 78 

either "Mandala Holing" [14,15] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [16]. 79 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 80 

the arrival of the Aryans [17]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 81 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [18]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 82 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [18–20], and this Aryan occupation of the 83 

Munda people occurred around 1200-1500 BC [21]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 84 

migrated to Southeast Asia [20], although the specific country of their migration is not 85 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 86 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 87 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 88 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [14,22]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 89 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 90 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 91 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 92 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 93 

Batak ethnic group.  94 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 95 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [23,24], this perspective 96 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 97 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 98 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [25,26]. To 99 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 100 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 101 

[28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 102 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 103 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. Before 104 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 105 
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referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [31]. 106 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 107 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 108 

within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 109 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 110 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]. The term 'Padri' has two possible origins. 111 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 112 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 113 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [34]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 114 

reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 115 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 116 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [15,30]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 117 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 118 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 119 

their message of religious purity and social justice [35]. The Padris' growing influence and 120 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 121 

and control [30,34]. 122 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 123 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 124 

advice, na means five, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of 125 

advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu (keeping 126 

your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu 127 

(keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) [23,36]. 128 

These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the Mandailing 129 

ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's reputation for being 130 

religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural practices that are imbued 131 

with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban (barzanzi)3, the use of plain flour, 132 

and upah-upah4, are performed on joyful occasions such as weddings, recoveries from illness, 133 

and the attainment of new positions, as well as during significant life transitions such as the 134 

birth of a child and moving into a new home [27]. 135 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 136 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 137 

boru [23,24,37,38]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [26], is a cultural value, 138 
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created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 139 

relation [39]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 140 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 141 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 142 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [39,40]. This concept reinforces the 143 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 144 

upholding social justice within the community [23,24,39]. 145 

2. Location Settings 146 

The Mandailing Natal region, also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 147 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 148 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 149 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 150 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [41]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 151 

Natal Regency [41], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 152 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 153 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 154 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 155 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 156 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 157 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [42]. These rivers are beneficial for major 158 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 159 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 160 

and gold [43,44]. 161 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 162 

5% consists of Christians, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. 163 

Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [45], to support the religious practices of 164 

its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 villages. Muslim 165 

community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural 166 

and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, hold a prominent 167 

position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. Furthermore, active 168 

participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the celebration of two major 169 

Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among the Muslim population. 170 

A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, in alignment with 171 
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Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim community in charitable 172 

and community service activities. The local government plays a supportive role by 173 

implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote Islamic education 174 

[46]. 175 

3. Methodology 176 

3.1. Design of the Research 177 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 178 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. The primary aim of qualitative research is to 179 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 180 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [47]. This method emphasizes the 181 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 182 

settings [48,49]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 183 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 184 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 185 

themselves [6,50]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 186 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 187 

previously described in studies by [6,34,51–53]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 188 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 189 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 190 

findings. 191 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 192 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 193 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 194 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 195 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 196 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 197 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 198 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 199 

interviews. 200 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 201 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [54]. Similarly, 202 

Baan et al. [6] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 203 
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Lee et al. [55] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 204 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 205 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 206 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 207 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 208 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 209 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 210 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 211 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 212 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 213 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 214 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 215 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 216 

Table 1 217 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-218 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 219 

which was coordinated by the first author, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total of 90 days. The 220 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 221 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 222 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 223 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 224 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 225 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 226 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 227 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 228 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 229 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 230 

analysis purposes. 231 

Figure 1 232 

3.3. Data Analysis 233 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 234 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 235 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 236 
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collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 237 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 238 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 239 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 240 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 241 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 242 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 243 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 244 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 245 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 246 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 247 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 248 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 249 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 250 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 251 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 252 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 253 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 254 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 255 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 256 

0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 257 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 258 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 259 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 260 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 261 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 262 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 263 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 264 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 265 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 266 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 267 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 268 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This unwavering commitment to 269 
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ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present inquiry, facilitating 270 

an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual 271 

within the Mandailing community in Madina. 272 

4. Findings and Discussion 273 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 274 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 275 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 276 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 277 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 278 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 279 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 280 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 281 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 282 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 283 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 284 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 285 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 286 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 287 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 288 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 289 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 290 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 291 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 292 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 293 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 294 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 295 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 296 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 297 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 298 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 299 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 300 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 301 
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martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 302 

coming together for tahlilan. 303 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 304 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 305 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 306 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 307 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 308 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 309 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 310 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 311 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 312 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 313 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 314 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 315 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 316 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 317 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 318 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 319 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 320 

Figure 2 321 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 322 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 323 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 324 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [43], 325 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [44]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 326 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 327 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 328 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 329 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 330 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 331 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 332 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 333 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [56,57]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 334 
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associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 335 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 336 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 337 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 338 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 339 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 340 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 341 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 342 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 343 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 344 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 345 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 346 

dispersed”. 347 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 348 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 349 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 350 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 351 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 352 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 353 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 354 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 355 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 356 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 357 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 358 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 359 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 360 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 361 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 362 

(NU) community in Sumatra [11,58]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 363 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 364 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 365 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 366 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 367 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 368 
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without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 369 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 370 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 371 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 372 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 373 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 374 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 375 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 376 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 377 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 378 

procession. 379 

Table 2 380 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consequtive 381 

days where:  382 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 383 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 384 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 385 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 386 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu qulhu procession. 387 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 388 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 389 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 390 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 391 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 392 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 393 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 394 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 395 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 396 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 397 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-398 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 399 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 400 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 401 
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the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 402 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 403 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 404 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 405 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 406 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 407 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 408 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 409 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 410 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 411 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 412 

4: 78). 413 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 414 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 415 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 416 

which includes the leveling of the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 417 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 418 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 419 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 420 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 421 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 422 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 423 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 424 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 425 

tradition. 426 

Figure 3 427 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 428 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 429 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 430 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 431 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 432 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 433 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 434 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 435 
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(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 436 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 437 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 438 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 439 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 440 

a plastic sack or a large container. However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset 441 

and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in 442 

Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 443 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 444 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 445 

store”).  446 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 447 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 448 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 449 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 450 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 451 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 452 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 453 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 454 

Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition among the NU community in Sumatra, can 455 

also be found. 456 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 457 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 458 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 459 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 460 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 461 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 462 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 463 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 464 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 465 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 466 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 467 
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Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 468 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 469 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 470 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 471 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 472 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 473 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 474 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 475 

preservation of identity. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be 476 

observed in other regions, fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace 477 

in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social 478 

cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in 479 

the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 480 

Table 3 481 

5. Conclusion 482 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 483 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 484 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 485 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 486 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 487 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 488 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 489 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 490 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 491 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 492 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 493 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 494 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. As funeral 495 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 496 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 497 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. 498 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 499 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 500 
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within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 501 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 502 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 503 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 504 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 505 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 506 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 507 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 508 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 509 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 510 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 511 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 512 
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Figures 707 

 708 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 709 

 710 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 711 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 712 

during this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 713 
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 714 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 715 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 716 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 717 

at P4 residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 718 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 720 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 721 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 722 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 723 

Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 724 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 725 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [14]. 
3  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
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4  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[59]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [60]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 

  5 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 7 

 8 

1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 



 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 

a b

Figure Click here to access/download;Figure;5-Figures.pdf

https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/download.aspx?id=3137336&guid=54a8b6d2-3ebb-43cd-9089-1e4eeea91f14&scheme=1
https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/download.aspx?id=3137336&guid=54a8b6d2-3ebb-43cd-9089-1e4eeea91f14&scheme=1


 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
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Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 

  5 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

The manner in which individuals navigate the `concept of death holds significance as it 32 

encompasses their cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral 33 

component of culture, provides a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making 34 

sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those 35 

experiencing grief [1]. Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and 36 

the support offered to grieving families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [2]. 37 

These rituals hold particular significance within religious frameworks as they are not only 38 

Revised manuscript file - highlighting revisions made Click here to view linked References

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 

https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=3&fileID=3189179&msid=006d5f22-ad4c-49fe-982c-c8b2cf4c5ad7
https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=3&fileID=3189179&msid=006d5f22-ad4c-49fe-982c-c8b2cf4c5ad7


guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [3]. 39 

Within the Islamic tradition, the management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found 40 

in the Qur'an, specifically drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse 41 

underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to 42 

experience death [4]. In his groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined 43 

three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating 44 

conceptualization of death [5]. His intricate analysis portrays death as a profound 45 

transformative journey that transcends the boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 46 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 47 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [6], the traditional 48 

Javanese community [7,8], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [9,10], express 49 

their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and 50 

procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 51 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 52 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 53 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 54 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [11], and the azan 55 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [3]. Moreover, in certain regions 56 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 57 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 58 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [12]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 59 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 60 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 61 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 62 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 63 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 64 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [13]. These 65 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 66 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 67 

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of funeral traditions within the Muslim 68 

community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in 69 

the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply 70 

rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the 71 

Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and 72 
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intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral 73 

traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses the historical aspect of the ritual, 74 

the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and values contained in this ritual. 75 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 76 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 77 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 78 

either "Mandala Holing" [14,15] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [16]. 79 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 80 

the arrival of the Aryans [17]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 81 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [18]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 82 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [18–20], and this Aryan occupation of the 83 

Munda people occurred around 1200-1500 BC [21]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 84 

migrated to Southeast Asia [20], although the specific country of their migration is not 85 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 86 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 87 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 88 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [14,22]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 89 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 90 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 91 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 92 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 93 

Batak ethnic group.  94 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 95 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [23,24], this perspective 96 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 97 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 98 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [25,26]. To 99 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 100 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 101 

[28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 102 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 103 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. Before 104 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 105 
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referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [31]. 106 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 107 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 108 

within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 109 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 110 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]. The term 'Padri' has two possible origins. 111 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 112 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 113 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [34]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 114 

reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 115 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 116 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [15,30]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 117 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 118 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 119 

their message of religious purity and social justice [35]. The Padris' growing influence and 120 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 121 

and control [30,34]. 122 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 123 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 124 

advice, na means five, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of 125 

advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu (keeping 126 

your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu 127 

(keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) [23,36]. 128 

These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the Mandailing 129 

ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's reputation for being 130 

religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural practices that are imbued 131 

with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban (barzanzi)3, the use of plain flour, 132 

and upah-upah4, are performed on joyful occasions such as weddings, recoveries from illness, 133 

and the attainment of new positions, as well as during significant life transitions such as the 134 

birth of a child and moving into a new home [27]. 135 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 136 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 137 

boru [23,24,37,38]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [26], is a cultural value, 138 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 139 

relation [39]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 140 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 141 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 142 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [39,40]. This concept reinforces the 143 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 144 

upholding social justice within the community [23,24,39]. 145 

2. Location Settings 146 

The Mandailing Natal region, also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 147 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 148 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 149 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 150 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [41]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 151 

Natal Regency [41], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 152 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 153 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 154 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 155 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 156 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 157 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [42]. These rivers are beneficial for major 158 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 159 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 160 

and gold [43,44]. 161 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 162 

5% consists of Christians, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. 163 

Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [45], to support the religious practices of 164 

its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 villages. Muslim 165 

community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural 166 

and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, hold a prominent 167 

position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. Furthermore, active 168 

participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the celebration of two major 169 

Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among the Muslim population. 170 

A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, in alignment with 171 
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Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim community in charitable 172 

and community service activities. The local government plays a supportive role by 173 

implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote Islamic education 174 

[46]. 175 

3. Methodology 176 

3.1. Design of the Research 177 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 178 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. The primary aim of qualitative research is to 179 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 180 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [47]. This method emphasizes the 181 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 182 

settings [48,49]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 183 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 184 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 185 

themselves [6,50]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 186 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 187 

previously described in studies by [6,34,51–53]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 188 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 189 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 190 

findings. 191 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 192 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 193 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 194 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 195 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 196 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 197 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 198 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 199 

interviews. 200 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 201 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [54]. Similarly, 202 

Baan et al. [6] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 203 
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Lee et al. [55] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 204 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 205 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 206 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 207 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 208 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 209 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 210 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 211 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 212 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 213 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 214 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 215 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 216 

Table 1 217 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-218 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 219 

which was coordinated by the first author, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total of 90 days. The 220 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 221 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 222 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 223 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 224 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 225 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 226 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 227 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 228 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 229 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 230 

analysis purposes. 231 

Figure 1 232 

3.3. Data Analysis 233 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 234 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 235 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 236 
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collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 237 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 238 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 239 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 240 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 241 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 242 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 243 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 244 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 245 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 246 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 247 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 248 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 249 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 250 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 251 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 252 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 253 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 254 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 255 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 256 

0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 257 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 258 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 259 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 260 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 261 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 262 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 263 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 264 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 265 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 266 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 267 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 268 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This unwavering commitment to 269 
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ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present inquiry, facilitating 270 

an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual 271 

within the Mandailing community in Madina. 272 

4. Findings and Discussion 273 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 274 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 275 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 276 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 277 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 278 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 279 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 280 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 281 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 282 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 283 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 284 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 285 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 286 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 287 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 288 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 289 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 290 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 291 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 292 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 293 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 294 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 295 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 296 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 297 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 298 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 299 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 300 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 301 
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martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 302 

coming together for tahlilan. 303 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 304 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 305 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 306 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 307 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 308 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 309 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 310 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 311 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 312 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 313 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 314 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 315 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 316 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 317 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 318 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 319 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 320 

Figure 2 321 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 322 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 323 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 324 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [43], 325 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [44]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 326 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 327 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 328 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 329 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 330 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 331 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 332 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 333 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [56,57]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 334 
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associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 335 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 336 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 337 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 338 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 339 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 340 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 341 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 342 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 343 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 344 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 345 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 346 

dispersed”. 347 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 348 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 349 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 350 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 351 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 352 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 353 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 354 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 355 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 356 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 357 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 358 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 359 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 360 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 361 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 362 

(NU) community in Sumatra [11,58]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 363 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 364 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 365 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 366 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 367 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 368 
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without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 369 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 370 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 371 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 372 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 373 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 374 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 375 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 376 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 377 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 378 

procession. 379 

Table 2 380 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consequtive 381 

days where:  382 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 383 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 384 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 385 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 386 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu qulhu procession. 387 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 388 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 389 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 390 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 391 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 392 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 393 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 394 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 395 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 396 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 397 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-398 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 399 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 400 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 401 
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the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 402 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 403 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 404 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 405 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 406 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 407 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 408 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 409 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 410 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 411 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 412 

4: 78). 413 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 414 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 415 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 416 

which includes the leveling of the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 417 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 418 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 419 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 420 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 421 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 422 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 423 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 424 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 425 

tradition. 426 

Figure 3 427 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 428 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 429 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 430 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 431 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 432 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 433 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 434 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 435 
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(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 436 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 437 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 438 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 439 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 440 

a plastic sack or a large container. However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset 441 

and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in 442 

Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 443 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 444 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 445 

store”).  446 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 447 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 448 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 449 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 450 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 451 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 452 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 453 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 454 

Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition among the NU community in Sumatra, can 455 

also be found. 456 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 457 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 458 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 459 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 460 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 461 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 462 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 463 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 464 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 465 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 466 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 467 
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Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 468 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 469 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 470 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 471 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 472 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 473 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 474 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 475 

preservation of identity. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be 476 

observed in other regions, fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace 477 

in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social 478 

cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in 479 

the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 480 

Table 3 481 

5. Conclusion 482 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 483 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 484 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 485 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 486 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 487 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 488 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 489 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 490 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 491 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 492 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 493 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 494 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. As funeral 495 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 496 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 497 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. 498 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 499 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 500 
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within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 501 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 502 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 503 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 504 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 505 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 506 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 507 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 508 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 509 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 510 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 511 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 512 
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Figures 707 

 708 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 709 

 710 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 711 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 712 

during this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 713 
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 715 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 716 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 717 

at P4 residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 718 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 720 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 721 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 722 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 723 

Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 724 
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Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 725 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [14]. 
3  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
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4  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[59]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [60]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

 

 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 

 

Table Click here to access/download;Table;6-Tables-Rev.docx

https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/download.aspx?id=3189202&guid=c76c0ac3-3fbf-49c0-8515-54c5b89bf726&scheme=1
https://www.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/download.aspx?id=3189202&guid=c76c0ac3-3fbf-49c0-8515-54c5b89bf726&scheme=1


 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 7 

 8 

1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 



 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 

a b
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 

 

a b



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 

  5 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 
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• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 
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Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

The manner in which individuals navigate the `concept of death holds significance as it 32 

encompasses their cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral 33 

component of culture, provides a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making 34 

sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those 35 

experiencing grief [1]. Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and 36 

the support offered to grieving families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [2]. 37 

These rituals hold particular significance within religious frameworks as they are not only 38 
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guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [3]. 39 

Within the Islamic tradition, the management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found 40 

in the Qur'an, specifically drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse 41 

underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to 42 

experience death [4]. In his groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined 43 

three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating 44 

conceptualization of death [5]. His intricate analysis portrays death as a profound 45 

transformative journey that transcends the boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 46 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 47 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [6], the traditional 48 

Javanese community [7,8], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [9,10], express 49 

their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and 50 

procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 51 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 52 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 53 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 54 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [11], and the azan 55 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [3]. Moreover, in certain regions 56 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 57 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 58 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [12]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 59 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 60 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 61 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 62 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 63 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 64 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [13]. These 65 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 66 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 67 

This study aims to contribute to the understanding of funeral traditions within the Muslim 68 

community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in 69 

the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply 70 

rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the 71 

Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and 72 
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intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral 73 

traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses the historical aspect of the ritual, 74 

the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and values contained in this ritual. 75 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 76 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 77 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 78 

either "Mandala Holing" [14,15] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [16]. 79 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 80 

the arrival of the Aryans [17]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 81 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [18]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 82 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [18–20], and this Aryan occupation of the 83 

Munda people occurred around 1200-1500 BC [21]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 84 

migrated to Southeast Asia [20], although the specific country of their migration is not 85 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 86 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 87 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 88 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [14,22]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 89 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 90 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 91 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 92 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 93 

Batak ethnic group.  94 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 95 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [23,24], this perspective 96 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 97 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 98 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [25,26]. To 99 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 100 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 101 

[28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 102 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 103 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. Before 104 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 105 
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referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [31]. 106 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 107 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 108 

within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 109 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 110 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]. The term 'Padri' has two possible origins. 111 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 112 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 113 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [34]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 114 

reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 115 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 116 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [15,30]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 117 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 118 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 119 

their message of religious purity and social justice [35]. The Padris' growing influence and 120 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 121 

and control [30,34]. 122 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 123 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 124 

advice, na means five, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of 125 

advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu (keeping 126 

your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu 127 

(keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) [23,36]. 128 

These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the Mandailing 129 

ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's reputation for being 130 

religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural practices that are imbued 131 

with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban (barzanzi)3, the use of plain flour, 132 

and upah-upah4, are performed on joyful occasions such as weddings, recoveries from illness, 133 

and the attainment of new positions, as well as during significant life transitions such as the 134 

birth of a child and moving into a new home [27]. 135 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 136 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 137 

boru [23,24,37,38]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [26], is a cultural value, 138 
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created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 139 

relation [39]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 140 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 141 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 142 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [39,40]. This concept reinforces the 143 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 144 

upholding social justice within the community [23,24,39]. 145 

2. Location Settings 146 

The Mandailing Natal region, also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 147 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 148 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 149 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 150 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [41]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 151 

Natal Regency [41], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 152 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 153 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 154 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 155 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 156 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 157 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [42]. These rivers are beneficial for major 158 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 159 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 160 

and gold [43,44]. 161 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 162 

5% consists of Christians, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. 163 

Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [45], to support the religious practices of 164 

its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 villages. Muslim 165 

community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural 166 

and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, hold a prominent 167 

position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. Furthermore, active 168 

participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the celebration of two major 169 

Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among the Muslim population. 170 

A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, in alignment with 171 
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Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim community in charitable 172 

and community service activities. The local government plays a supportive role by 173 

implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote Islamic education 174 

[46]. 175 

3. Methodology 176 

3.1. Design of the Research 177 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 178 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. The primary aim of qualitative research is to 179 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 180 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [47]. This method emphasizes the 181 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 182 

settings [48,49]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 183 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 184 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 185 

themselves [6,50]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 186 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 187 

previously described in studies by [6,34,51–53]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 188 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 189 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 190 

findings. 191 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 192 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 193 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 194 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 195 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 196 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 197 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 198 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 199 

interviews. 200 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 201 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [54]. Similarly, 202 

Baan et al. [6] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 203 
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Lee et al. [55] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 204 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 205 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 206 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 207 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 208 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 209 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 210 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 211 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 212 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 213 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 214 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 215 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 216 

Table 1 217 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-218 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 219 

which was coordinated by the first author, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total of 90 days. The 220 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 221 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 222 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 223 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 224 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 225 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 226 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 227 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 228 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 229 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 230 

analysis purposes. 231 

Figure 1 232 

3.3. Data Analysis 233 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 234 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 235 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 236 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 237 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 238 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 239 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 240 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 241 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 242 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 243 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 244 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 245 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 246 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 247 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 248 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 249 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 250 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 251 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 252 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 253 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 254 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 255 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 256 

0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 257 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 258 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 259 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 260 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 261 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 262 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 263 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 264 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 265 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 266 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 267 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 268 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This unwavering commitment to 269 
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ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present inquiry, facilitating 270 

an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual 271 

within the Mandailing community in Madina. 272 

4. Findings and Discussion 273 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 274 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 275 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 276 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 277 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 278 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 279 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 280 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 281 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 282 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 283 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 284 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 285 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 286 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 287 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 288 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 289 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 290 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 291 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 292 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 293 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 294 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 295 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 296 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 297 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 298 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 299 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 300 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 301 
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martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 302 

coming together for tahlilan. 303 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 304 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 305 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 306 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 307 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 308 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 309 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 310 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 311 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 312 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 313 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 314 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 315 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 316 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 317 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 318 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 319 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 320 

Figure 2 321 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 322 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 323 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 324 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [43], 325 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [44]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 326 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 327 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 328 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 329 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 330 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 331 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 332 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 333 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [56,57]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 334 
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associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 335 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 336 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 337 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 338 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 339 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 340 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 341 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 342 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 343 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 344 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 345 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 346 

dispersed”. 347 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 348 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 349 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 350 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 351 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 352 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 353 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 354 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 355 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 356 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 357 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 358 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 359 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 360 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 361 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 362 

(NU) community in Sumatra [11,58]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 363 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 364 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 365 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 366 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 367 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 368 
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without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 369 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 370 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 371 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 372 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 373 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 374 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 375 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 376 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 377 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 378 

procession. 379 

Table 2 380 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consequtive 381 

days where:  382 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 383 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 384 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 385 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 386 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu qulhu procession. 387 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 388 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 389 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 390 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 391 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 392 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 393 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 394 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 395 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 396 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 397 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-398 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 399 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 400 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 401 
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the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 402 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 403 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 404 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 405 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 406 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 407 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 408 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 409 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 410 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 411 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 412 

4: 78). 413 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 414 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 415 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 416 

which includes the leveling of the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 417 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 418 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 419 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 420 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 421 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 422 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 423 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 424 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 425 

tradition. 426 

Figure 3 427 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 428 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 429 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 430 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 431 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 432 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 433 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 434 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 435 
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(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 436 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 437 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 438 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 439 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 440 

a plastic sack or a large container. However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset 441 

and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in 442 

Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 443 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 444 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 445 

store”).  446 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 447 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 448 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 449 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 450 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 451 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 452 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 453 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 454 

Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition among the NU community in Sumatra, can 455 

also be found. 456 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 457 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 458 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 459 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 460 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 461 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 462 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 463 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 464 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 465 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 466 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 467 
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Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 468 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 469 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 470 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 471 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 472 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 473 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 474 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 475 

preservation of identity. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be 476 

observed in other regions, fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace 477 

in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social 478 

cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in 479 

the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 480 

Table 3 481 

5. Conclusion 482 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 483 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 484 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 485 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 486 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 487 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 488 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 489 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 490 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 491 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 492 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 493 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 494 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. As funeral 495 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 496 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 497 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. 498 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 499 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 500 
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within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 501 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 502 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 503 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 504 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 505 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 506 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 507 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 508 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 509 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 510 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 511 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 512 
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Figures 707 

 708 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 709 

 710 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 711 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 712 

during this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 713 
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 714 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 715 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 716 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 717 

at P4 residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 718 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 720 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 721 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 722 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 723 

Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 724 
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Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 725 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [14]. 
3  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
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4  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[59]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [60]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with BN (65) 4 

  5 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                    
 

 



 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 

a b
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 
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Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 

  5 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 
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Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 
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tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 
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• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah3; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 
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The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
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Cover Letter 
 

Medan, 24 February 2024 
Subject: Revision Manuscript Submission 
 

Dear Editor-in-Chief, 

I hope this message finds you well. I am writing to resubmit my manuscript titled "Batu 
Qulhu—The Stone of Death: Exploring Traditional Funerals in the Mandailing Community of 
North Sumatra" for reconsideration in Heliyon. Following the insightful feedback provided 
during the previous review process, I have meticulously revised the article to address the 
concerns raised by the reviewers. 

This manuscript investigates into the intricate practices and cultural significance surrounding 
traditional funerals within the Mandailing community of North Sumatra, focusing 
particularly on the symbolic role of "Batu Qulhu" in the funeral rites. Through a detailed 
examination of the cultural rituals and ceremonies, the study aims to elucidate the 
complexities of traditional funeral practices and their sociocultural implications among the 
Mandailing people. 

The revised manuscript upholds rigorous research methodology, encompassing a thorough 
analysis of primary data derived from interviews, participant observations, and document 
analysis. By offering a nuanced perspective on the cultural heritage of the Mandailing 
community, it underscores the profound symbolism of "Batu Qulhu" as a poignant emblem 
of death and remembrance within their traditions. 

I firmly believe that this research holds substantial value for the fields of cultural 
anthropology, ethnography, and religious studies. It aligns closely with the interdisciplinary 
focus of Heliyon and meets the journal's criteria for originality, methodological rigor, and 
theoretical engagement. 

I respectfully request your reconsideration of my manuscript for publication in Heliyon. I am 
confident that it will contribute meaningfully to the journal's collection of interdisciplinary 
research and foster deeper insights into the diverse cultural landscape in Muslim society. 

Thank you for your time and consideration of this submission. I eagerly await your response 
and the opportunity to further discuss any additional revisions or inquiries. 

 

Warm regards, 

Sahrul 



Reviewer's Responses to Questions 

Note: In order to effectively convey your recommendations for improvement to the author(s), 

and help editors make well-informed and efficient decisions, we ask you to answer the 

following specific questions about the manuscript and provide additional suggestions where 

appropriate. 

 

1. Are the objectives and the rationale of the study clearly stated? 

 

Please provide suggestions to the author(s) on how to improve the clarity of the objectives 

and rationale of the study. Please number each suggestion so that author(s) can more easily 

respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement x 

Provide further comments here: There is a bit of English-language editing needed throughout 

the entire paper but it is clear what the objectives and purpose/rationale of the study are. 

There is quite a lot of background needed to help the reader understand the objectives and 

rationale of this study. Perhaps it would help if this study (carried out in one small region of 

Sumatra) were also explained in relation to how the findings may be similar to or different 

from that of other regions there or in other Muslim countries, so the reader could envision 

distinct or similar insights across them. (done) 

Reviewer #2: Objectives from line 68 t0 75 should be clearly stated based on the research 

questions and the results of the study. 

1. Consider adding two sentences describing the clear research questions objectives in the 

beginning of this paragraph. 

2. The example of objectives could be as: "This study aims to investigate the origin of the 
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Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 
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undertake a comprehensive comparative analysis of the funeral ritual observed in Sumatra (as 

investigated in the present study) with analogous funeral practices documented in multiple 

international contexts. A more nuanced approach would involve extending the scope beyond 

the elucidation of funeral rituals solely within the Indonesian cultural milieu. To enhance the 

scholarly depth and breadth of the study, the authors should engage in a cross-cultural 

examination by incorporating data from funeral practices in a minimum of three diverse 

countries. Such a comparative framework will afford a more comprehensive understanding of 



the uniqueness and cultural specificity of the Sumatran funeral ritual, thereby enriching the 

scholarly discourse surrounding funeral rites on a global scale. 

Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 
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for its replicability and/or reproducibility? 
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replicability/reproducibility of their study. Please number each suggestion so that the 

author(s) can more easily respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement X 

Provide further comments here: the background historical material/theory is essential for the 

reader. Other introductory material is also helpful to the reader. (done line 71-86) 

Reviewer #2: https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198797043.003.0003 

The author should cite this source as the theory rooted in this research: social cohesion and 

identity. (done) 

Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

The author is urged to engage in a more comprehensive exploration of the scholarly discourse 

and theoretical underpinnings pertaining to the concept of "Batu Qulhu remembrance." Such 



a scholarly endeavor is indispensable, serving not merely as informative content for readers 
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Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: As a study that claims to use ethnography and 
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controls, sampling mechanism, or statistical reporting. Please number each suggestion so that 
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Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement X 
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Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 



Reviewer #6: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #7: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [x] 

Provide further comments here: 

Yes 

 

5. If applicable, are the interpretation of results and study conclusions supported by the data? 

 

Please provide suggestions (if needed) to the author(s) on how to improve, tone down, or 

expand the study interpretations/conclusions. Please number each suggestion so that the 

author(s) can more easily respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement X 

Provide further comments here: Other than helping the reader through better labelling of data 

finding themes, the results and conclusion information is clearly and comprehensively 

presented. 

Reviewer #2: Connect the findings to the social cohesion and identity. (done) 

Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

In the delineation of findings, the researchers exclusively expounded upon observational data 

related to the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice and interview-derived results. A noteworthy 

facet discerned within this ritualistic procession is the discourse articulated by the Imam. It is 

imperative to transcribe and subsequently subject this discourse to rigorous analysis, thereby 

elucidating its semantic nuances and enhancing the robustness of the research findings 

dataset. 

Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: I think this study is a better fit for Indonesian journals. I do 

not think the global audience of Heliyon will be interested to read this. 



Reviewer #6: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #7: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [x] 

Provide further comments here: 

 

6. Have the authors clearly emphasized the strengths of their 

study/theory/methods/argument? 

 

Please provide suggestions to the author(s) on how to better emphasize the strengths of their 

study. Please number each suggestion so that the author(s) can more easily respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement x 

Provide further comments here: a good insightful study, one that is quite dense to read and 

comprehend for a non-Muslim person, and a person who has not travelled to Sumatra for 

over 30 years. 

Reviewer #2: 1. This paper should emphasize the social cohesion and identity. 

2. The first sentence in design of the research requires citation on employing combination of 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. (done) 

Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #6: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 



Reviewer #7: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [x] 

Provide further comments here: 

 

7. Have the authors clearly stated the limitations of their study/theory/methods/argument? 

 

Please list the limitations that the author(s) need to add or emphasize. Please number each 

limitation so that author(s) can more easily respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement X 

Provide further comments here: One small point is that the interviewed people were all well 

educated, and so this study may be limited to the viewpoints of well educated people in the 

region. 

Reviewer #2: Restructure the limitation of the study based on the objectives. 

Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [X] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #6: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #7: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [x] 

Provide further comments here: 

 

8. Is the manuscript’s structure, flow, or writing acceptable for publication? (Think for 

example of the addition of subheadings, shortening of text, reorganization of sections, or 



moving details from one section to another) 

 

Please provide suggestions to the author(s) on how to improve the manuscript structure and 

flow. Please number each suggestion so that author(s) can more easily respond. 

Reviewer #1: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] 

Yes, there is no need for improvement X 

Provide further comments here: nicely done, other than a need to edit for English-language 

conventions. 

Reviewer #2: 1.1 and 1.2 should be another heading (Literature Review) after the 

Introduction. 

Reviewer #3: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #4: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #5: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #6: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [X] 

Provide further comments here: 

Reviewer #7: Mark as appropriate with an X: 

Not Applicable [] No and here is how they should be improved [x] Yes, there is no need for 

improvement [] 

Provide further comments here: 

Typos 

Eg. 441-443 However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset and the scarcity of 

these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in Madina region as 

mentioned by P5 (50): (done) 

 

9. Could the manuscript benefit from language editing? 

Reviewer #1: Yes 

Reviewer #2: Yes 



Reviewer #3: Yes 

Reviewer #4: Yes 

Reviewer #5: Yes 

Reviewer #6: No 

Reviewer #7: Yes 

*Please note, any recommended citations are not mandatory. Please only cite if relevant.* 

  

Reviewer #1: Thank you for this insightful study. I have made a few small revision 

comments in my review (above). 

 

 

Reviewer #2: https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198797043.003.0003 

Cite this source and state clearly in your paper this your research is rooted from social 

cohesion and identity. (done) 

 

 

Reviewer #3: 1. The concept of phenomenology needs to be removed from the text. 

2. The research should be reviewed according to the rules of ethnographic study. There are 

basic texts that should be particularly looked at on this subject. Especially Turner and 

Douglas. 

3. More photos can be used if the authors have them. 

4. The analysis of the findings should also be updated in accordance with the ethnographic 

approach. 

 

 

Reviewer #6: The reviewed study undertakes a preliminary investigation of the Batu Qulhu 

ritual. Local modifications to funeral practices were reported by members of the Mandailing 

community. Such first-hand sources are crucial for studies of local community traditions. 

While the earlier editorial remarks have enhanced the text, certain further changes are 

necessary: 

 

Line 84: 

When referring to BC (Before Christ), larger numbers correspond to earlier dates. This aligns 

with the chronological order when using BC dates. Therefore, it would be more accurate to 

state: … "Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC." 

 

Line 124-125: 

The sentence 'Poda means advice, na means (yang) five, and lima means five' seems a bit 

unclear and might contain a mistake. It seems there's a repetition in the translation of "five." 

 

Lines 147-148: The sentence should be changed: 

The term 'astronomically' is commonly associated with astronomy and celestial objects. In a 

geographical context, the more suitable term is 'geographically.' Therefore, the corrected 

statement is as follows: "Medan, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 

Province, spanning approximately 3°10' to 3°50' N latitude and 98°10' to 100°10' E 



longitude."  (done) 

 

Lines 162-163: 

Christians and Catholics are both followers of Christianity so this sentence should be 

rephrase: 

"The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 5% 

consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 

Confucianism." 

In this way Catholics are included within the broader category of Christians. (done) 

 

 

 

 

Reviewer #7: Establishing connections with other scholars' writings, analyses, and concepts 

would be helpful in future writings. 

 

I have some fundamental comments about the compositional style of the paper (racial origin 

and profiling could have been handled better). 

In my view, the essay's contribution is that funerary rites within Islam can be varied and 

legitimate at the same time (notwithstanding the fact that a certain ethnic community is being 

described here). 

 

"The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 

96 While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group [23,24], this 

perspective 

97 faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of 

factors 

98 such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 

99 Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [25,26]. 

To 

100 establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak 

kita" 

101 (referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak 

people) 

102 [28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 

103 population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 

104 Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. Before 

105 embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral 

spirits 

referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating 106 influences from Hinduism and Buddhism 

[31]. 

107 Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and 

artefacts 

108 associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of 

Panyabungan 

109 within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 

110 Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military 

breached 

111 and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]." 

 



I was referring to this part of the writing. I understand the essay's intent and appreciate the 

efforts toward substantiating the point that what might look like an ethnic and (thus) an un-

Islamic practice is actually a legitimate practice. I suggest that it can be done better than the 

way it is presented here. The description, amongst other things, seems to convey that in the 

interim made between ancient times and the nineteenth century, the only valid way to mark 

ethnicity is this: "factors such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support 

the assertion that the Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak 

ethnic group." And, if indeed this is the case, the writer must substantiate a little more about 

the remarkable presence of Islam within a century, a milieu within which the funeral rite is 

being expressed as Islamic. What has such a presence done to the 'genealogy,' 'clan structure,' 

'language,' and even 'skin color'? Is it the case that the Mandailing are ethnically pristine and 

conforming with Islamic practices at the same time? If that is the case, then it would have to 

be spelled out because, usually, such a radical co-presence is a site of negotiation and 

adaptation. 

 



Dear editor, 

We sincerely appreciate the invaluable feedback provided by the reviewers for our article. 

Your time and expertise have been instrumental in refining the quality of our paper, and we 

are truly grateful for your commitment to enhancing its scholarly merit. Each comment and 

suggestion offered by the reviewers has been carefully considered, and we are dedicated to 

addressing them thoroughly to ensure the integrity and coherence of our research findings. 

 

In response to the specific questions raised by the reviewers, we have meticulously reviewed 

and revised the relevant sections of the article. We have considered the constructive 

criticisms and suggestions provided, incorporating necessary clarifications, additional 

analyses, and revisions to strengthen the argumentation and presentation of our research. 

Your insightful feedback has undoubtedly contributed to the refinement of our work, and we 

remain committed to meeting the high standards of academic excellence that you have helped 

to uphold. Once again, we extend our deepest gratitude for your invaluable contributions to 

the advancement of our scholarly endeavor. 

 

1. Are the objectives and the rationale of the study clearly stated? 
 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

“There is a bit of English-language editing needed throughout the entire paper but it is 

clear what the objectives and purpose/rationale of the study are. There is quite a lot of 

background needed to help the reader understand the objectives and rationale of this study. 

Perhaps it would help if this study (carried out in one small region of Sumatra) were also 

explained in relation to how the findings may be similar to or different from that of other 

regions there or in other Muslim countries, so the reader could envision distinct or similar 

insights across them.” 

 

Response: 

Thank you very much for the feedback. We’re believe and agree to add more background 

to support the reader in understanding our paper. That’s why we have mentioned funeral 

practice in Muslim community especially in Sumatra and Indonesia (see line 49-69). Here, 

we add more paragraph in the introduction including social cohesion and identity aspects 

in the current article (see line 70-85), as suggested by Reviewer #2. 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

“Objectives from line 68 t0 75 should be clearly stated based on the research questions 

and the results of the study”. 

1. Consider adding two sentences describing the clear research questions objectives 

in the beginning of this paragraph. 

2. The example of objectives could be as: "This study aims to investigate the origin 

of the Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary practices and norms based on 

the social cohesion and identity."  

 

Response: 

Thank you very much for positive comments. We have already revised and add sentences 

in the clear objectives in the beginning of the paragraph (see line 86-88), and research 

questions (see line 92-96). 

 



Reviewer #4: 

Comment: 

“To underscore the distinctive contributions of this research, it is imperative for the 

authors to undertake a comprehensive comparative analysis of the funeral ritual observed 

in Sumatra (as investigated in the present study) with analogous funeral practices 

documented in multiple international contexts. A more nuanced approach would involve 

extending the scope beyond the elucidation of funeral rituals solely within the Indonesian 

cultural milieu. To enhance the scholarly depth and breadth of the study, the authors 

should engage in a cross-cultural examination by incorporating data from funeral practices 

in a minimum of three diverse countries. Such a comparative framework will afford a 

more comprehensive understanding of the uniqueness and cultural specificity of the 

Sumatran funeral ritual, thereby enriching the scholarly discourse surrounding funeral rites 

on a global scale”. 

 

Response: 

We appreciate your contribution. Recognizing the importance of connecting research on 

funeral practices in a specific area of Sumatra to broader contexts, this article also touches 

upon the Muslim community's funeral customs in Indonesia, albeit in limited detail. 

However, our primary focus lies in delving deeper into burial rituals within Mandailing 

society, encompassing historical perspectives and contemporary practices. Moreover, this 

paper aims to uncover the underlying aspects of social cohesion and inherent values within 

these rituals. 

 

By narrowing the scope to the burial rituals of Mandailing society, this paper seeks to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the cultural and social dynamics at play within 

this particular community. By delving deeply into these rituals, including their historical 

evolution and contemporary significance, we can gain valuable insights into the values 

and principles that underpin Mandailing society's cohesion and identity. Understanding 

these intricacies not only enriches scholarly discourse but also fosters greater appreciation 

and respect for diverse cultural practices. Moreover, by contextualizing these rituals 

within broader social frameworks, we can draw connections and parallels with funeral 

practices in other cultures, contributing to a more nuanced understanding of human 

societies' collective experiences with death and mourning rituals. 

 

2. If applicable, is the application/theory/method/study reported 

in sufficient detail to allow for its replicability and/or 

reproducibility? 
 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

“Provide further comments here: the background historical material/theory is essential for 

the reader. Other introductory material is also helpful to the reader”. 

 

Response: 

Thank you for positive comment and critical point to add historical material in this 

introduction. Previously we have mentioned 1907 study, Robert Hertz in line 44-49. To 

correspond this comment, we have already added background on social cohesion and 

identity in line 70-85 which is related to social cohesion. Meanwhile, we have also 



addressed the historical information on Mandailing community which mentioned in line 

144-159 as suggested by Reviewer #7. 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

“https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198797043.003.0003 

The author should cite this source as the theory rooted in this research: social cohesion and 

identity”. 

 

Response: 

We are very delighted to receive additional reference as theory rooted in current research 

related to social cohesion and identity. For this, we have already included the suggested 

reference to in introduction part (see line 73-76). As well as we use this reference to 

support our finding in the discussion part (as presented in line 536-537). 

“Despite, there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose 

of this study, social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and 

the customs, bonds, and values that uphold their unity [20].” 

 

Reviewer #4: 

Comment: 

The author is urged to engage in a more comprehensive exploration of the scholarly 

discourse and theoretical underpinnings pertaining to the concept of "Batu Qulhu 

remembrance." Such a scholarly endeavor is indispensable, serving not merely as 

informative content for readers but also as a potential alternative solution within the 

academic context. 

 

Response: 

We express gratitude for the favorable feedback. In our draft, we have duly noted the 

resemblance of this practice to those within the Muslim community, particularly in 

Indonesia, and its role in fostering social cohesion, a phenomenon recognized universally 

across global communities. This statement is articulated within the discussion section, as 

indicated in lines 534-536; 

“This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through different ways, 

including community participation, shared religious practices, as well transmission of 

values and traditions”. 

 

Furthermore, we advocate for the fundamental premise that funeral ceremonies should be 

regarded as integral components of human beliefs and traditions within diverse 

communities (refer to lines 560-563). 

“As funeral ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, 

understanding and appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our 

broader knowledge of human beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate 

and honor the departed”. 

 

Lastly, we elucidate the potential utility of this method in elucidating the cultural 

dimensions of funeral practices within traditional communities to derive significant value 

and symbolism inherent in the rituals, as outlined in the conclusion (refer to lines 563-

568).  

“The employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, 

social, and emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific 



communities. This approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, 

and evolving meanings attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse 

and bridging gaps in understanding of this complex phenomenon”. 

 

Reviewer #5 

Comment: 

As a study that claims to use ethnography and phenomenology design, I think this study is 

more of a thematic analysis one. The authors need to elaborate what makes this study 

different from a thematic analysis study. 

 

Response: 

Thank you very much for this critical question. And we kindly argue that the chosen 

methodology for this study is a qualitative research design, integrating both 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. These methodologies are selected for 

their intrinsic exploratory nature, where the researcher serves as the primary instrument 

for data collection. By synergizing the principles of phenomenological analysis and 

ethnography, this study underscores a thorough investigation of human experiences within 

their authentic contexts. Phenomenology aims to unveil the core essence of lived 

experiences, while ethnography supplements this by elucidating the cultural and social 

nuances that frame these experiences within particular communities or social groups. All 

supporting information about the method has been written in the method section especially 

in sub chapter 3.1. 

 

3. If applicable, are statistical analyses, controls, sampling 

mechanism, and statistical reporting (e.g., P-values, CIs, effect 

sizes) appropriate and well described? 
 

Reviewer #1:  

Comment: 

“A good introduction to the study design and good information about the study as 

conducted is provided. One small improvement would be to state how many themes were 

derived from the data, and also introduce them as Theme 1, etc”. 

 

Response: 

We express gratitude for the valuable suggestion. In the most recent iteration, we have 

endeavored to amend the introduction within the methodology section, as detailed in lines 

215-225. With respect to data presentation, our approach involves the segregation of 

topics outlined in the findings into three distinct subchapters denoted as 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3. 

Each of these subsections is aligned with the predetermined objectives articulated in the 

introduction. We trust that these adjustments address and fulfill your recommendation. 

 

The strategic modification of the introduction within the methodology section, as well as 

the organization of data presentation into delineated subchapters, serves to enhance the 

clarity, coherence, and logical progression of the research framework. By refining the 

introduction, we ensure that the methodological approach is succinctly outlined, providing 

readers with a clear understanding of the research design and objectives from the outset.  

 

Reviewer #3: 

Comment: 



“The method should be written according to the ethnographic research approach”. 

 

Response: 

Your inquiry is greatly appreciated. We assert that our research adopts a qualitative 

research design that integrates both phenomenological and ethnographic methodologies. 

These approaches are deliberately selected for their capacity to delve deeply into the 

subject matter, with the researcher serving as the primary instrument of data collection. By 

intertwining phenomenological analysis and ethnography, our investigation thoroughly 

examines human experiences within genuine contexts. Phenomenology delves into the 

core essence of lived experiences, while ethnography unveils the cultural and social 

intricacies within specific communities or groups. In our case, we concentrate on the 

funeral ritual observed in the Muslim community of Mandailing, particularly focusing on 

the utilization of white stones as a significant component of the ritual. Further elaboration 

on our methodology can be found in subchapter 3.1 of the methods section. 

 

 

Reviewer #4:  

Comment: 

“This research is closely related to traditional culture in Sumatra, then, why did the 

authors only choose research subjects from religious circles? It is also necessary to choose 

subjects that focus on cultural aspects (who are very familiar with the culture of Batu 

Qulhu in the context of tradition)”. 

 

Response: 

Thank you for your input. This study delves into the traditional funeral rites observed 

within the Mandailing community. Given its longstanding practice among traditional 

Muslims in this region over the centuries, our focus lies in gathering data from religious 

figures or ulama who are intimately familiar with these rituals and comprehend the 

underlying cultural norms. For more details regarding the selected resources, please refer 

to subchapter 3.2, specifically lines 254-262 as mentioned in the following paragraph. 

 

“The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the 

research objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or 

leaders of the Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the 

Mandailing community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound 

understanding of the norms and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants 

needed to be Ulama or respected Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. 

Proficiency in the Mandailing language was also a prerequisite for informant selection. 

To identify suitable subjects, consultations were conducted with local authorities, such as 

the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) in Madina, as well as 

prominent local figures”. 

 

4. If applicable, are the existing tables and/or figures complete 

and acceptable for publication? 
 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

“Fabulous pictures and supplemental material”. 

 



Response: 

Thank you very much, we have modified Figure 3b to portray the white stones pouring in 

the graveyard by the family of deceased person. This step is also taken based on Reviewer 

#3 suggestion. 

 

5. If applicable, are the interpretation of results and study conclusions supported by the 

data? 

 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

Other than helping the reader through better labelling of data finding themes, the results 

and conclusion information is clearly and comprehensively presented. 

 

Response: 

Thank you for your comment. Based on your feedback and other reviewers, we have 

modified part of the results and conclusion (see line 427-437); (line 534-542); and also 

(line 557-568). 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

Connect the findings to the social cohesion and identity. 

 

Response: 

Thank you for remind us this. As mentioned in question 1 before, we have mentioned and 

linked the social cohesion and identity in the introduction, discussion as well as conclusion 

(see line 534-537; 557-560). 

 

Reviewer #4:  

Comment: 

In the delineation of findings, the researchers exclusively expounded upon observational 

data related to the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice and interview-derived results. A 

noteworthy facet discerned within this ritualistic procession is the discourse articulated by 

the Imam. It is imperative to transcribe and subsequently subject this discourse to rigorous 

analysis, thereby elucidating its semantic nuances and enhancing the robustness of the 

research findings dataset. 

 

Response: 

Thank you. Due to the importance of the discourse of the Imam which presented in 

sermon. Here we mentioned the sermon session in the draft as well as the content of the 

speech in the supplementary file (see line 433-437). 

 

Reviewer #5: 

Comment: 

I think this study is a better fit for Indonesian journals. I do not think the global audience 

of Heliyon will be interested to read this.  

 

Response: 

Thank you for the critics. We understand the context of our study is mainly presenting 

traditional practice of local Muslim community in Sumatra. However, this type of article 

is also benefit for broader readers to explore the diversity of traditional funeral practices in 



different societies. We also propose the combined method on ethnography and 

phenomenology in revealing this ritual and its connection to social cohesion and identity 

of the community. Further, earlier study of Torajan funeral has been also published in 

Heliyon recently (see https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e08925).  

 

6. Have the authors clearly emphasized the strengths of their 

study/theory/ methods/argument? 

 
Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

a good insightful study, one that is quite dense to read and comprehend for a non-Muslim 

person, and a person who has not travelled to Sumatra for over 30 years. 

 

Response: 

Thank you. I hope this study gives valuable insight for more audiences as well. 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

1. This paper should emphasize the social cohesion and identity. 

2. The first sentence in design of the research requires citation on employing 

combination of phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. 

Response: 

1. Thank you for giving the valuable comments. Here, we have already mentioned in the 

revised draft including in the introduction (line 72-82), we also mentioned in the 

objectives and research questions of the study (line 86-96). 

2. We have also placed additional references to support the applied method in the study 

as written in line 215-218. 

 

7. Have the authors clearly stated the limitations of their 

study/theory /methods/argument? 

 
Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

One small point is that the interviewed people were all well-educated, and so this study 

may be limited to the viewpoints of well-educated people in the region. 

 

Response: 

Acknowledgments are extended for your contribution. This investigation delves into the 

traditional funeral customs observed within the Mandailing community. Given the 

enduring practice among traditional Muslims in this locale spanning centuries, our focus 

centers on acquiring data from religious figures or ulama who possess an intimate 

familiarity with these rituals and an understanding of the underlying cultural norms. 

Notably, all sources engaged in this study exhibit varying levels of education obtained 

from pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), ranging from high-school equivalence to 

master's degrees. Additionally, the qualification of Imams is underscored by their 

proficiency in the Arab-Malay language and Quranic recitation, as detailed in lines 394-

401. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e08925


8. Is the manuscript’s structure, flow, or writing acceptable for 

publication? (Think for example of the addition of 

subheadings, shortening of text, reorganization of sections, or 

moving details from one section to another) 
 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

Provide further comments here: nicely done, other than a need to edit for English-language 

conventions. 

 

Response: 

Thank you. We have tried to present this article in English through several feedbacks from 

our proof reading. 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

1.1 and 1.2 should be another heading (Literature Review) after the Introduction. 

 

Response: 

Thank you. We involve all literatures in the introduction to simplify this article as 

supported by other reviewers. 

 

Reviewer #7: 

Comment: 

Typos. 441-443 However, due to the increasing flexibility of people's mindset and the 

scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people can now be acquired from various stores in 

Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 

 

Response: 

Thank you very much this feedback. Here we have rewritten this part (see line 498-500) 

“Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of individuals and the limited 

availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now obtainable from multiple 

outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50):” 

 

9. Could the manuscript benefit from language editing? 
 

Reviewer #1: 

Comment: 

Thank you for this insightful study. I have made a few small revision comments in my 

review (above). 

 

Response: 

Thank you for support this article for perfection. We think we have already responded 

your comments and feedbacks in former question. 

 

Reviewer #2: 

Comment: 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198797043.003.0003 



Cite this source and state clearly in your paper this your research is rooted from social 

cohesion and identity.  

 

Response: 

We express our gratitude for the provision of supplementary references, particularly those 

grounded in contemporary research concerning social cohesion and identity. To 

incorporate this valuable contribution, we have integrated the suggested reference into the 

introductory section of our study, as delineated in lines 73-76. Furthermore, we have 

utilized this reference to bolster our findings within the discussion section, as elucidated in 

lines 536-537. 

 

Reviewer #3: 

Comment: 

1. The concept of phenomenology needs to be removed from the text. 

2. The research should be reviewed according to the rules of ethnographic study. There 

are basic texts that should be particularly looked at on this subject. Especially Turner 

and Douglas. 

3. More photos can be used if the authors have them. 

4. The analysis of the findings should also be updated in accordance with the 

ethnographic approach. 

 

Response: 

(1 and 2) 

Thank you for your valuable input. Our research adopts a phenomenological approach, 

which is elaborated upon in section 3.1. This methodological choice is justified by 

Douglas's conceptual framework, which identifies four elements crucial for the formation 

of social cohesion and identity. Furthermore, Turner's work provides insights into the 

specific aspects of the reading and tools utilized in the Batu Qulhu ritual, underscoring 

their significance for our research inquiry. 

Utilizing a phenomenological approach in our research is essential for comprehensively 

exploring the lived experiences and perspectives of individuals within the Mandailing 

community. This method allows us to delve deeply into the cultural significance and 

symbolic meanings embedded within the Batu Qulhu ritual. By incorporating Douglas's 

framework on social cohesion and identity formation, we establish a robust theoretical 

foundation that informs our analysis of the ritual's role in shaping communal bonds and 

individual identities. Additionally, Turner's insights guide our investigation by 

highlighting key elements of the ritual that warrant closer examination, thereby enriching 

our understanding of its cultural significance. Overall, the integration of these theoretical 

perspectives strengthens the rigor and depth of our research, contributing to a nuanced 

exploration of the Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community. 

 

3. All available photos were displayed to support the ritual. 

4. Within the chosen method and data collected during fieldwork, we have written the 

findings based on ethnography and phenomenology. Further supporting argument on 

the chosen method can be found in sub chapter 3.1 and 3.2. 

 

Reviewer #6: 

Comment: 

The reviewed study undertakes a preliminary investigation of the Batu Qulhu ritual. Local 

modifications to funeral practices were reported by members of the Mandailing 



community. Such first-hand sources are crucial for studies of local community traditions. 

While the earlier editorial remarks have enhanced the text, certain further changes are 

necessary: 

 

Line 84: 

When referring to BC (Before Christ), larger numbers correspond to earlier dates. This 

aligns with the chronological order when using BC dates. Therefore, it would be more 

accurate to state: … "Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC." 

 

Line 124-125: 

The sentence 'Poda means advice, na means (yang) five, and lima means five' seems a bit 

unclear and might contain a mistake. It seems there's a repetition in the translation of 

"five." 

 

Lines 147-148: The sentence should be changed: 

The term 'astronomically' is commonly associated with astronomy and celestial objects. In 

a geographical context, the more suitable term is 'geographically.' Therefore, the corrected 

statement is as follows: "Medan, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 

Province, spanning approximately 3°10' to 3°50' N latitude and 98°10' to 100°10' E 

longitude." 

 

Lines 162-163: 

Christians and Catholics are both followers of Christianity so this sentence should be 

rephrased: 

"The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 

Confucianism." 

In this way Catholics are included within the broader category of Christians. 

 

Response: 

Thank you very much for the feedback. All revision has been made based on those 

comments. 

(line 103-105) 

Due to pressure from the Aryans, the Munda people migrated southward within India 

[29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC 

[32]. 

 

(161-162) 

“The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda 

means advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five”. 

 

(184-185) 

“The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North 

Sumatra Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 

100°10’ E”. 

 

(199-201) 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 

Confucianism. 



 

Reviewer #7: 

Comment: 

Establishing connections with other scholars' writings, analyses, and concepts would be 

helpful in future writings. 

 

I have some fundamental comments about the compositional style of the paper (racial 

origin and profiling could have been handled better). 

In my view, the essay's contribution is that funerary rites within Islam can be varied and 

legitimate at the same time (notwithstanding the fact that a certain ethnic community is 

being described here). 

 

"The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 

96 While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group [23,24], this 

perspective 

97 faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of 

factors 

98 such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that 

the 

99 Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group 

[25,26]. To 

100 establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as 

"halak kita" 

101 (referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [27], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak 

people) 

102 [28,29]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 

103 population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 

104 Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [14,30]. 

Before 

105 embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around 

ancestral spirits 

referred to as "si pele begu" [22], incorporating 106 influences from Hinduism and 

Buddhism [31]. 

107 Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and 

artefacts 

108 associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of 

Panyabungan 

109 within the Greater Mandailing area [32]. 

110 Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military 

breached 

111 and defeated this movement by 1835 [25,30,33]." 

 

I was referring to this part of the writing. I understand the essay's intent and appreciate the 

efforts toward substantiating the point that what might look like an ethnic and (thus) an 

un-Islamic practice is actually a legitimate practice. I suggest that it can be done better 

than the way it is presented here. The description, amongst other things, seems to convey 

that in the interim made between ancient times and the nineteenth century, the only valid 

way to mark ethnicity is this: "factors such as skin color, language, clan structure, and 

genealogy support the assertion that the Mandailing community is indeed a component of 

the broader Batak ethnic group." And, if indeed this is the case, the writer must 



substantiate a little more about the remarkable presence of Islam within a century, a milieu 

within which the funeral rite is being expressed as Islamic. What has such a presence done 

to the 'genealogy,' 'clan structure,' 'language,' and even 'skin color'? Is it the case that the 

Mandailing are ethnically pristine and conforming with Islamic practices at the same time? 

If that is the case, then it would have to be spelled out because, usually, such a radical co-

presence is a site of negotiation and adaptation. 

 

Response: 

Thank you very much for this positive feedback. We have added historical context 

including Islam spreading in Sumatra during classical era, including in South Tapanuli, as 

well as the existence of Panai Kingdom and finally short background on how Islam came 

to Mandailing (mentioned in line 144-154). Further, we also add the genealogy in broader 

context of Batak community as presented in line 155-159 (revised draft). 

 

(line 144-154) 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. 

Schnitger [47] documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the 

foremost realm of its time. Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom 

succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the 

presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, the Mandailing populace did not 

embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's veneration of numerous 

idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and culture, exemplified 

by customs such as upah-upah  (gift) during weddings, rites marking childbirth, and 

housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 1000 days 

following the demise of parents are upheld. 

(line 155-159) 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over 

the Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 



families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 



social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 86 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 87 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 88 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 89 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 90 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 91 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 92 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 93 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 94 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 95 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 96 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 97 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 98 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 99 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 100 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 101 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 102 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 103 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 104 

Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 105 



migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 106 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 107 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 108 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 109 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 110 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 111 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 112 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 113 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 114 

Batak ethnic group.  115 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 116 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 117 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 118 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 119 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 120 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 121 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 122 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 123 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 124 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 125 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 126 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 127 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 128 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 129 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 130 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 131 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 132 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 133 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 134 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 135 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 136 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 137 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 138 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 139 



various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 140 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 141 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 142 

and control [41,45]. 143 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 144 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 145 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 146 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 147 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 148 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 149 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 150 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 151 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 152 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 153 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 154 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 155 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 156 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 157 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 158 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 159 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 160 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 161 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 162 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 163 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 164 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 165 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 166 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 167 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 168 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 169 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 170 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 171 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 172 



The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 173 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 174 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 175 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 176 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 177 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 178 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 179 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 180 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 181 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 182 

2. Location Settings 183 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 184 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 185 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 186 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 187 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 188 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 189 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 190 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 191 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 192 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 193 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 194 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 195 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 196 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 197 

and gold [55,56]. 198 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 199 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 200 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 201 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 202 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 203 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 204 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 205 



Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 206 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 207 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 208 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 209 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 210 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 211 

Islamic education [58]. 212 

3. Methodology 213 

3.1. Design of the Research 214 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 215 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 216 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 217 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 218 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 219 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 220 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 221 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 222 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 223 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 224 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 225 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 226 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 227 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 228 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 229 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 230 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 231 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 232 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 233 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 234 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 235 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 236 

findings. 237 



3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 238 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 239 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 240 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 241 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 242 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 243 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 244 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 245 

interviews. 246 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 247 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 248 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 249 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 250 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 251 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 252 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 253 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 254 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 255 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 256 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 257 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 258 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 259 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 260 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 261 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 262 

Table 1 263 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-264 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 265 

which was coordinated by the first author, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total of 90 days. The 266 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 267 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 268 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 269 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 270 



was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 271 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 272 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 273 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 274 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 275 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 276 

analysis purposes. 277 

Figure 1 278 

3.3. Data Analysis 279 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 280 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 281 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 282 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 283 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 284 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 285 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 286 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 287 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 288 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 289 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 290 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 291 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 292 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 293 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 294 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 295 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 296 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 297 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 298 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 299 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 300 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 301 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 302 



0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 303 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 304 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 305 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 306 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 307 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 308 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 309 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 310 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 311 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 312 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 313 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 314 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This unwavering commitment to 315 

ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present inquiry, facilitating 316 

an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual 317 

within the Mandailing community in Madina. 318 

4. Findings and Discussion 319 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 320 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 321 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 322 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 323 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 324 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 325 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 326 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 327 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 328 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 329 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 330 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 331 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 332 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 333 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 334 



An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 335 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 336 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 337 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 338 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 339 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 340 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 341 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 342 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 343 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 344 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 345 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 346 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 347 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 348 

coming together for tahlilan. 349 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 350 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 351 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 352 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 353 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 354 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 355 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 356 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 357 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 358 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 359 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 360 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 361 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 362 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 363 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 364 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 365 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 366 

Figure 2 367 



The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 368 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 369 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 370 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 371 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 372 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 373 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 374 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 375 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 376 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 377 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 378 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 379 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 380 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 381 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 382 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 383 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 384 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 385 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 386 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 387 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 388 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 389 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 390 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 391 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 392 

dispersed”. 393 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 394 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 395 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 396 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 397 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 398 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 399 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 400 



proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 401 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 402 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 403 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 404 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 405 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 406 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 407 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 408 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 409 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 410 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 411 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 412 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 413 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 414 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 415 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 416 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 417 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 418 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 419 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 420 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 421 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 422 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 423 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 424 

procession. 425 

Table 2 426 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 427 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 428 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 429 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 430 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 431 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 432 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 433 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 434 



forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 435 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 436 

file). 437 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 438 

days where:  439 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 440 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 441 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 442 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 443 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 444 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 445 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 446 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 447 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 448 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 449 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 450 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 451 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 452 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 453 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 454 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-455 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 456 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 457 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 458 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 459 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 460 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 461 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 462 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 463 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 464 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 465 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 466 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 467 



This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 468 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 469 

4: 78). 470 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 471 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 472 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 473 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 474 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 475 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 476 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 477 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 478 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 479 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 480 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 481 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 482 

tradition. 483 

Figure 3 484 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 485 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 486 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 487 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 488 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 489 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 490 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 491 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 492 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 493 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 494 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 495 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 496 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 497 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 498 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 499 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 500 



 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 501 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 502 

store”).  503 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 504 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 505 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 506 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 507 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 508 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 509 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 510 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 511 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 512 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 513 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 514 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 515 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 516 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 517 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 518 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 519 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 520 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 521 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 522 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 523 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 524 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 525 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 526 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 527 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 528 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 529 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 530 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 531 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 532 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 533 



Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 534 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 535 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 536 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 537 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 538 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 539 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 540 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 541 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 542 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 543 

Table 3 544 

5. Conclusion 545 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 546 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 547 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 548 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 549 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 550 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 551 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 552 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 553 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 554 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 555 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 556 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 557 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 558 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 559 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 560 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 561 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 562 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 563 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 564 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 565 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 566 



approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 567 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 568 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 569 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 570 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 571 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 572 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 573 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 574 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 575 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 576 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 577 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 578 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 579 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 580 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 581 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 582 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 583 
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Figures 818 

 819 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 820 

 821 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 822 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 823 

during this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 824 

 825 

a b



 826 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 827 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 828 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 829 

at P4 residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 830 

  831 

a b



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 832 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 833 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 834 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah13; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 835 

 836 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 837 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 838 

 
1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 



 
3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

 

 



 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contain 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community during 

this obituary ceremony. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022. 
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual held 

at ML residence on 22 July 2022) (taken by Sahrul) 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 



families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 



social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 86 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 87 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 88 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 89 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 90 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 91 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 92 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 93 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 94 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 95 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 96 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 97 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 98 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 99 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 100 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 101 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 102 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 103 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 104 

Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 105 



migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 106 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 107 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 108 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 109 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 110 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 111 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 112 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 113 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 114 

Batak ethnic group.  115 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 116 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 117 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 118 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 119 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 120 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 121 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 122 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 123 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 124 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 125 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 126 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 127 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 128 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 129 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 130 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 131 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 132 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 133 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 134 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 135 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 136 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 137 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 138 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 139 



various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 140 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 141 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 142 

and control [41,45]. 143 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 144 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 145 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 146 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 147 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 148 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 149 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 150 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 151 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 152 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 153 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 154 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 155 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 156 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 157 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 158 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 159 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 160 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 161 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 162 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 163 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 164 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 165 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 166 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 167 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 168 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 169 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 170 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 171 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 172 



The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 173 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 174 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 175 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 176 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 177 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 178 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 179 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 180 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 181 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 182 

2. Location Settings 183 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 184 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 185 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 186 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 187 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 188 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 189 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 190 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 191 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 192 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 193 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 194 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 195 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 196 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 197 

and gold [55,56]. 198 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 199 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 200 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 201 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 202 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 203 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 204 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 205 



Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 206 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 207 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 208 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 209 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 210 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 211 

Islamic education [58]. 212 

3. Methodology 213 

3.1. Design of the Research 214 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 215 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 216 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 217 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 218 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 219 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 220 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 221 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 222 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 223 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 224 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 225 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 226 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 227 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 228 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 229 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 230 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 231 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 232 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 233 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 234 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 235 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 236 

findings. 237 



3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 238 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 239 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 240 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 241 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 242 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 243 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 244 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 245 

interviews. 246 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 247 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 248 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 249 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 250 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 251 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 252 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 253 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 254 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 255 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 256 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 257 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 258 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 259 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 260 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 261 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 262 

Table 1 263 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-264 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 265 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 266 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 267 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 268 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 269 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 270 



was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 271 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 272 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 273 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 274 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 275 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 276 

analysis purposes. 277 

Figure 1 278 

3.3. Data Analysis 279 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 280 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 281 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 282 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 283 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 284 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 285 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 286 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 287 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 288 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 289 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 290 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 291 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 292 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 293 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 294 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 295 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 296 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 297 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 298 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 299 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 300 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 301 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 302 



0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 303 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 304 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 305 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 306 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 307 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 308 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 309 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 310 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 311 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 312 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 313 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 314 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. This consent, granted by the host 315 

and announced to all the guests, allows for photography during the ritual and the publication 316 

of those images. This unwavering commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the 317 

rigor and integrity of the present inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the 318 

cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in 319 

Madina. 320 

4. Findings and Discussion 321 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 322 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 323 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 324 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 325 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 326 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 327 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 328 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 329 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 330 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 331 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 332 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 333 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 334 



As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 335 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 336 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 337 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 338 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 339 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 340 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 341 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 342 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 343 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 344 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 345 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 346 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 347 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 348 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 349 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 350 

coming together for tahlilan. 351 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 352 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 353 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 354 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 355 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 356 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 357 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 358 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 359 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 360 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 361 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 362 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 363 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 364 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 365 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 366 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 367 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 368 



Figure 2 369 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 370 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 371 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 372 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 373 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 374 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 375 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 376 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 377 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 378 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 379 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 380 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 381 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 382 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 383 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 384 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 385 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 386 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 387 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 388 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 389 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 390 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 391 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 392 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 393 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 394 

dispersed”. 395 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 396 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 397 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 398 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 399 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 400 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 401 



both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 402 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 403 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 404 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 405 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 406 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 407 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 408 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 409 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 410 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 411 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 412 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 413 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 414 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 415 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 416 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 417 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 418 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 419 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 420 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 421 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 422 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 423 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 424 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 425 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 426 

procession. 427 

Table 2 428 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 429 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 430 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 431 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 432 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 433 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 434 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 435 



includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 436 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 437 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 438 

file). 439 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 440 

days where:  441 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 442 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 443 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 444 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 445 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 446 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 447 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 448 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 449 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 450 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 451 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 452 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 453 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 454 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 455 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 456 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-457 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 458 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 459 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 460 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 461 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 462 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 463 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 464 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 465 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 466 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 467 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 468 



to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 469 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 470 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 471 

4: 78). 472 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 473 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 474 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 475 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 476 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 477 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 478 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 479 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 480 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 481 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 482 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 483 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 484 

tradition. 485 

Figure 3 486 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 487 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 488 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 489 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 490 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 491 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 492 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 493 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 494 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 495 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 496 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 497 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 498 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 499 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 500 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 501 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 502 



 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 503 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 504 

store”).  505 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 506 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 507 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 508 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 509 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 510 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 511 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 512 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 513 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 514 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 515 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 516 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 517 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 518 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 519 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 520 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 521 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 522 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 523 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 524 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 525 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 526 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 527 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 528 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 529 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 530 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 531 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 532 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 533 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 534 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 535 



Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 536 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 537 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 538 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 539 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 540 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 541 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 542 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 543 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 544 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 545 

Table 3 546 

5. Conclusion 547 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 548 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 549 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 550 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 551 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 552 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 553 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 554 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 555 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 556 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 557 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 558 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 559 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 560 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 561 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 562 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 563 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 564 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 565 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 566 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 567 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 568 



approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 569 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 570 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 571 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 572 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 573 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 574 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 575 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 576 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 577 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 578 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 579 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 580 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 581 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 582 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 583 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 584 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 585 
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Figures 831 

 832 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 833 

 834 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 835 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 836 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 837 

 838 

a b



 839 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 840 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 841 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 842 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 843 

Sahrul) 844 

  845 

a b



Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 846 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 847 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 848 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah13; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 849 

 850 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 851 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 852 

 
1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 



 
3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 



families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 



social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 86 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 87 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 88 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 89 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 90 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 91 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 92 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 93 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 94 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 95 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 96 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 97 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 98 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 99 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 100 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 101 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 102 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 103 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 104 

Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 105 



migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 106 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 107 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 108 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 109 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 110 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 111 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 112 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 113 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 114 

Batak ethnic group.  115 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 116 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 117 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 118 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 119 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 120 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 121 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 122 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 123 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 124 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 125 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 126 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 127 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 128 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 129 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 130 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 131 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 132 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 133 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 134 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 135 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 136 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 137 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 138 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 139 



various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 140 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 141 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 142 

and control [41,45]. 143 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 144 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 145 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 146 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 147 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 148 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 149 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 150 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 151 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 152 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 153 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 154 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 155 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 156 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 157 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 158 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 159 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 160 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 161 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 162 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 163 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 164 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 165 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 166 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 167 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 168 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 169 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 170 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 171 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 172 



The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 173 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 174 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 175 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 176 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 177 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 178 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 179 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 180 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 181 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 182 

2. Location Settings 183 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 184 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 185 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 186 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 187 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 188 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 189 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 190 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 191 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 192 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 193 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 194 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 195 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 196 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 197 

and gold [55,56]. 198 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 199 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 200 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 201 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 202 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 203 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 204 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 205 



Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 206 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 207 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 208 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 209 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 210 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 211 

Islamic education [58]. 212 

3. Methodology 213 

3.1. Design of the Research 214 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 215 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 216 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 217 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 218 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 219 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 220 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 221 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 222 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 223 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 224 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 225 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 226 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 227 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 228 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 229 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 230 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 231 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 232 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 233 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 234 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 235 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 236 

findings. 237 



3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 238 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 239 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 240 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 241 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 242 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 243 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 244 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 245 

interviews. 246 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 247 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 248 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 249 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 250 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 251 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 252 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 253 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 254 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 255 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 256 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 257 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 258 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 259 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 260 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 261 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 262 

Table 1 263 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-264 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 265 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 266 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 267 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 268 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 269 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 270 



was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 271 

videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews 272 

were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 273 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 274 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 275 

Thorough and meticulous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 276 

analysis purposes. 277 

Figure 1 278 

3.3. Data Analysis 279 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 280 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 281 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 282 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 283 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 284 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 285 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 286 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 287 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 288 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 289 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 290 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 291 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 292 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 293 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 294 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 295 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 296 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 297 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 298 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 299 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 300 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 301 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 302 



0616615683. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were 303 

securely stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic 304 

Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic 305 

Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 306 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 307 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 308 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 309 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 310 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 311 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 312 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 313 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 314 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 315 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 316 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 317 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. The additional 318 

information regarding participant 4 can also be offered a the author's discretion.This 319 

unwavering commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of 320 

the present inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices 321 

pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 322 

4. Findings and Discussion 323 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 324 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 325 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 326 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 327 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 328 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 329 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 330 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 331 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 332 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 333 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 334 



students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 335 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 336 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 337 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 338 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 339 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 340 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 341 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 342 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 343 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 344 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 345 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 346 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 347 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 348 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 349 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 350 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 351 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 352 

coming together for tahlilan. 353 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 354 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 355 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 356 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 357 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 358 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 359 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 360 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 361 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 362 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 363 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 364 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 365 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 366 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 367 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 368 



augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 369 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 370 

Figure 2 371 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 372 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 373 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 374 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 375 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 376 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 377 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 378 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 379 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 380 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 381 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 382 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 383 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 384 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 385 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 386 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 387 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 388 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 389 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 390 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 391 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 392 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 393 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 394 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 395 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 396 

dispersed”. 397 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 398 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 399 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 400 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 401 



nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 402 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 403 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 404 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 405 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 406 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 407 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 408 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 409 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 410 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 411 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 412 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 413 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 414 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 415 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 416 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 417 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 418 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 419 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 420 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 421 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 422 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 423 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 424 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 425 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 426 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 427 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 428 

procession. 429 

Table 2 430 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 431 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 432 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 433 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 434 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 435 



gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 436 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 437 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 438 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 439 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 440 

file). 441 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 442 

days where:  443 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 444 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 445 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 446 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 447 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 448 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 449 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 450 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 451 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 452 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 453 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 454 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 455 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 456 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 457 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 458 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-459 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 460 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 461 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 462 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 463 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 464 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 465 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 466 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 467 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 468 



congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 469 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 470 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 471 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 472 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 473 

4: 78). 474 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 475 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 476 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 477 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 478 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 479 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 480 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 481 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 482 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 483 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 484 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 485 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 486 

tradition. 487 

Figure 3 488 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 489 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 490 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 491 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 492 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 493 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 494 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 495 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 496 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 497 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 498 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 499 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 500 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 501 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 502 



individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 503 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 504 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 505 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 506 

store”).  507 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 508 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 509 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 510 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 511 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 512 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 513 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 514 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 515 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 516 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 517 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 518 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 519 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 520 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 521 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 522 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 523 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 524 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 525 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 526 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 527 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 528 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 529 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 530 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 531 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 532 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 533 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 534 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 535 



bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 536 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 537 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 538 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 539 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 540 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 541 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 542 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 543 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 544 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 545 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 546 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 547 

Table 3 548 

5. Conclusion 549 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 550 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 551 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 552 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 553 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 554 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 555 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 556 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 557 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 558 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 559 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 560 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 561 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 562 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 563 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 564 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 565 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 566 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 567 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 568 



employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 569 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 570 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 571 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 572 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 573 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 574 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 575 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 576 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 577 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 578 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 579 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 580 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 581 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 582 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 583 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 584 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 585 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 586 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 587 
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Figures 833 

 834 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 835 

 836 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 837 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 838 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 839 

 840 

a b



 841 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 842 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 843 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 844 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 845 

Sahrul) 846 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 848 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 849 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 850 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 

 



• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah13; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 851 

 852 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 853 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 854 

 
1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 



 
3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the  `concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 

Formatted: Do not check spelling or grammar

Formatted: Do not check spelling or grammar

Formatted: Do not check spelling or grammar

Formatted: Do not check spelling or grammar

Formatted: Do not check spelling or grammar

Revised manuscript file - highlighting revisions made Click here to view linked References

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 

https://www2.cloud.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=8&fileID=5636125&msid=e3582074-db84-4634-85d5-0e6b71efdb34
https://www2.cloud.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=8&fileID=5636125&msid=e3582074-db84-4634-85d5-0e6b71efdb34


families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 
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social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

 86 

This study aims to contribute investigate to the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its 87 

contemporary practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity the understanding 88 

of funeral traditions within the Muslim community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the 89 

practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The 90 

funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and 91 

philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research 92 

seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights 93 

into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses 94 

the historical aspect of the ritual, the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and 95 

values contained in this ritual.Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following 96 

research question the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the 97 

Mandailing community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day 98 

Mandailing Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the 99 

Mandailing community based on social cohesion and identity? 100 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 101 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 102 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 103 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 104 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 105 
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the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 106 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 107 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 108 

Munda people occurred around 12001500-12500 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda 109 

people migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 110 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 111 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 112 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 113 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 114 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 115 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 116 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 117 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 118 

Batak ethnic group.  119 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 120 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 121 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 122 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 123 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 124 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 125 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 126 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 127 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 128 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 129 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 130 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 131 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 132 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 133 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 134 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 135 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'pPadri' has two possible origins. 136 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 137 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 138 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 139 
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reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 140 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 141 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 142 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 143 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 144 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 145 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 146 

and control [41,45]. 147 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 148 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 149 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 150 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 151 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 152 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 153 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 154 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 155 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 156 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 157 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 158 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 159 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 160 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 161 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 162 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 163 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 164 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 165 

advice, na means fivewhich/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of 166 

five pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias 167 

Pamatangmu (keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); 168 

iv) Paias Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your 169 

yard clean) [34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and 170 

the Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 171 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 172 
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practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 173 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah5,, are performed on joyful occasions such as 174 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 175 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 176 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 177 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 178 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 179 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 180 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 181 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 182 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 183 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 184 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 185 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 186 

2. Location Settings 187 

The Mandailing Natal region, , often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 188 

Province, spanning approximately also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 189 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 190 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 191 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 192 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 193 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 194 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 195 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 196 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 197 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 198 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 199 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 200 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 201 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 202 

and gold [55,56]. 203 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 204 

5% consists of Christians (including , Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 205 
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Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 206 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 207 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 208 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 209 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 210 

Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 211 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 212 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 213 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 214 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 215 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 216 

Islamic education [58]. 217 

3. Methodology 218 

3.1. Design of the Research 219 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 220 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 221 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 222 

[59]. . By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 223 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 224 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 225 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 226 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 227 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 228 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 229 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that tThe primary aim of qualitative research is to 230 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 231 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 232 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 233 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 234 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 235 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 236 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 237 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 238 
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previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 239 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 240 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 241 

findings. 242 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 243 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 244 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 245 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 246 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 247 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 248 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 249 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 250 

interviews. 251 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 252 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 253 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 254 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 255 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 256 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 257 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 258 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 259 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 260 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 261 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 262 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 263 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 264 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 265 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 266 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 267 

Table 1 268 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-269 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 270 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, r, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total 271 
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of 90 days. The study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 272 

23 districts in the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the 273 

research was to obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu 274 

ritual within the Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring 275 

in July 2022 was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of 276 

photographs and videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, 277 

individual interviews were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning 278 

approximately 2 hours. These interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the 279 

informant's residence, school office, or the household of the deceased individual where the 280 

Batu Qulhu ritual took place. Thorough and meticulous rigorous recording of all pertinent 281 

information was undertaken for subsequent analysis purposes. 282 

Figure 1 283 

3.3. Data Analysis 284 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 285 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 286 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 287 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 288 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 289 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 290 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 291 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 292 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 293 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 294 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 295 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 296 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 297 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 298 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 299 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 300 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 301 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 302 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 303 
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The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 304 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 305 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 306 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 307 

0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 308 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 309 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 310 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 311 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 312 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 313 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 314 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 315 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 316 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 317 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 318 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 319 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 320 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 321 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 322 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 323 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 324 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 325 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 326 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 327 

4. Findings and Discussion 328 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 329 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 330 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 331 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 332 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 333 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 334 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 335 
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Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 336 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 337 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 338 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 339 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 340 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 341 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 342 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 343 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 344 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 345 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 346 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 347 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 348 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 349 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 350 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 351 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 352 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 353 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 354 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 355 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 356 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 357 

coming together for tahlilan. 358 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 359 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 360 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 361 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 362 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 363 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 364 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 365 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 366 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 367 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 368 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 369 
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the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 370 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 371 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 372 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 373 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 374 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 375 

Figure 2 376 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 377 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 378 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 379 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 380 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 381 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 382 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 383 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 384 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 385 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 386 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 387 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 388 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 389 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 390 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 391 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 392 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 393 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 394 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 395 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 396 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 397 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 398 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 399 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 400 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 401 

dispersed”. 402 
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These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 403 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 404 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 405 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 406 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 407 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 408 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 409 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 410 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 411 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 412 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 413 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 414 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 415 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 416 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 417 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 418 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 419 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 420 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 421 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 422 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 423 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 424 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 425 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 426 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 427 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 428 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 429 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 430 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 431 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 432 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 433 

procession. 434 

Table 2 435 
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As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 436 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 437 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 438 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 439 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 440 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 441 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 442 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 443 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 444 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 445 

file). 446 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three 447 

consequtiveconsecutive days where:  448 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 449 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 450 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 451 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 452 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qqulhu procession. 453 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 454 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 455 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 456 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 457 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 458 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 459 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 460 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 461 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 462 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 463 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-464 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 465 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 466 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 467 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 468 
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is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 469 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 470 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 471 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 472 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 473 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 474 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 475 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 476 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 477 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 478 

4: 78). 479 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 480 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 481 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 482 

which includes the leveling ofoff the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 483 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 484 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 485 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 486 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 487 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 488 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 489 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 490 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 491 

tradition. 492 

Figure 3 493 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 494 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 495 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 496 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 497 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 498 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 499 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 500 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 501 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 502 
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(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 503 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 504 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 505 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 506 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 507 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 508 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 However, due to the 509 

increasing flexibility of people's mindset and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people 510 

can now be acquired from various stores in Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 511 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 512 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 513 

store”).  514 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 515 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 516 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 517 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 518 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 519 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 520 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 521 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 522 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 523 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 524 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 525 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12].Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition 526 

among the NU community in Sumatra, can also be found. 527 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 528 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 529 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 530 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 531 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 532 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 533 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 534 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 535 
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‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 536 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 537 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 538 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 539 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 540 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 541 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 542 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 543 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 544 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 545 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 546 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 547 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 548 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 549 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 550 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 551 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still  fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 552 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 553 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 554 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 555 

Table 3 556 

5. Conclusion 557 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 558 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 559 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 560 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 561 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 562 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 563 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 564 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 565 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 566 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 567 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 568 
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cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 569 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 570 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 571 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 572 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 573 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 574 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 575 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 576 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 577 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 578 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 579 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 580 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 581 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 582 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 583 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 584 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 585 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 586 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 587 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 588 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 589 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 590 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 591 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 592 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 593 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 594 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 595 
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Figures 846 

 847 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 848 

 849 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 850 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 851 

during this obituary ceremony. (. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022). 852 
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 853 

 854 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 855 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 856 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 857 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 858 

Sahrul) 859 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 861 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 862 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 863 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah13; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 864 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 866 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 867 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 
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3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations.  
5  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru  (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect.  
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings.  
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu  
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful.  
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with elderly parents, ulama, and village malims (religious 21 

teachers) without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 22 

congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a 23 

strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their 24 

family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 25 

preservation of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar 26 

cultural practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember 27 

the deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and 28 

social cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the  `concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 
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families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 
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social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

 86 

This study aims to contribute investigate to the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its 87 

contemporary practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity the understanding 88 

of funeral traditions within the Muslim community in Sumatra, specifically focusing on the 89 

practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance in the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The 90 

funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of cultural, religious, and 91 

philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research 92 

seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights 93 

into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in Sumatra. The study addresses 94 

the historical aspect of the ritual, the procession in current societies, and finally the norms and 95 

values contained in this ritual.Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following 96 

research question the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the 97 

Mandailing community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day 98 

Mandailing Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the 99 

Mandailing community based on social cohesion and identity? 100 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 101 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 102 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 103 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 104 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 105 
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the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 106 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 107 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 108 

Munda people occurred around 12001500-12500 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda 109 

people migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 110 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 111 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 112 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 113 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 114 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 115 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 116 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 117 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 118 

Batak ethnic group.  119 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 120 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 121 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 122 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 123 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 124 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 125 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 126 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 127 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 128 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 129 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 130 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 131 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 132 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 133 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 134 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 135 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'pPadri' has two possible origins. 136 

One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to 137 

priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement 138 

can be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a 139 
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reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to 140 

purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices 141 

and deviations from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox 142 

and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 143 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 144 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 145 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 146 

and control [41,45]. 147 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 148 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 149 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 150 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 151 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 152 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 153 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 154 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 155 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 156 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 157 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 158 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 159 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 160 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 161 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 162 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 163 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 164 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 165 

advice, na means fivewhich/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of 166 

five pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias 167 

Pamatangmu (keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); 168 

iv) Paias Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your 169 

yard clean) [34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and 170 

the Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 171 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 172 
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practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 173 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah5,, are performed on joyful occasions such as 174 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 175 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 176 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 177 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 178 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 179 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 180 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 181 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 182 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 183 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 184 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 185 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 186 

2. Location Settings 187 

The Mandailing Natal region, , often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 188 

Province, spanning approximately also shortly known as Madina, is located in North Sumatra 189 

Province and astronomically situated between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. 190 

This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 191 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 192 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 193 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 194 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 195 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 196 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 197 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 198 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 199 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 200 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 201 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 202 

and gold [55,56]. 203 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 204 

5% consists of Christians (including , Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 205 
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Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 206 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 207 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 208 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 209 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 210 

Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 211 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 212 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 213 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 214 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 215 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 216 

Islamic education [58]. 217 

3. Methodology 218 

3.1. Design of the Research 219 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 220 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 221 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 222 

[59]. . By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 223 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 224 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 225 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 226 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 227 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 228 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 229 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that tThe primary aim of qualitative research is to 230 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 231 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 232 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 233 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 234 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 235 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 236 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 237 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 238 
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previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 239 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 240 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 241 

findings. 242 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 243 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 244 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 245 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 246 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 247 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 248 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 249 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 250 

interviews. 251 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 252 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 253 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 254 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 255 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 256 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 257 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 258 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 259 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 260 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 261 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 262 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 263 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 264 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 265 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 266 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 267 

Table 1 268 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-269 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 270 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, r, S, and A.F.D., extended over a total 271 
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of 90 days. The study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 272 

23 districts in the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the 273 

research was to obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu 274 

ritual within the Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring 275 

in July 2022 was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of 276 

photographs and videos for meticulous recording. Regarding the data collection process, 277 

individual interviews were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning 278 

approximately 2 hours. These interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the 279 

informant's residence, school office, or the household of the deceased individual where the 280 

Batu Qulhu ritual took place. Thorough and meticulous rigorous recording of all pertinent 281 

information was undertaken for subsequent analysis purposes. 282 

Figure 1 283 

3.3. Data Analysis 284 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 285 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 286 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 287 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 288 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 289 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 290 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 291 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 292 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 293 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 294 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 295 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 296 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 297 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 298 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 299 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 300 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 301 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 302 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 303 
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The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 304 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 305 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 306 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 307 

0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 308 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 309 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 310 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 311 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 312 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 313 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was meticulously acquired from all 314 

eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 315 

study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was 316 

employed, wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 317 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 318 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 319 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 320 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 321 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 322 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 323 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 324 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 325 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 326 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 327 

4. Findings and Discussion 328 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 329 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 330 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 331 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 332 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 333 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 334 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 335 
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Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 336 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 337 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 338 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 339 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 340 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 341 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 342 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 343 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 344 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 345 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 346 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 347 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 348 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 349 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 350 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 351 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 352 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 353 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 354 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 355 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 356 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 357 

coming together for tahlilan. 358 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 359 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 360 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 361 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 362 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 363 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 364 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 365 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 366 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 367 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 368 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 369 
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the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 370 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 371 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 372 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 373 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 374 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 375 

Figure 2 376 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 377 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 378 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 379 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 380 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 381 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 382 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 383 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 384 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 385 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 386 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 387 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 388 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 389 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 390 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 391 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 392 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 393 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 394 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 395 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 396 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 397 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 398 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 399 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 400 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 401 

dispersed”. 402 
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These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 403 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 404 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 405 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 406 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 407 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 408 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 409 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 410 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 411 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 412 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 413 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 414 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 415 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 416 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 417 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 418 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 419 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 420 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 421 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 422 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 423 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 424 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 425 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 426 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 427 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 428 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 429 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 430 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 431 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 432 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 433 

procession. 434 

Table 2 435 
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As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 436 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 437 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 438 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 439 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 440 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 441 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 442 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 443 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 444 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 445 

file). 446 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three 447 

consequtiveconsecutive days where:  448 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 449 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 450 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 451 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 452 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qqulhu procession. 453 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 454 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 455 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 456 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 457 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 458 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 459 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 460 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 461 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 462 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 463 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-464 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 465 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 466 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 467 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 468 
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is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 469 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 470 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 471 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 472 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 473 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 474 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 475 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 476 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 477 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 478 

4: 78). 479 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 480 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 481 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 482 

which includes the leveling ofoff the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 483 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 484 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 485 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 486 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 487 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 488 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 489 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 490 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 491 

tradition. 492 

Figure 3 493 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 494 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 495 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 496 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 497 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 498 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 499 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 500 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 501 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 502 
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(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 503 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 504 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 505 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 506 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 507 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 508 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 However, due to the 509 

increasing flexibility of people's mindset and the scarcity of these rocks in rivers, the people 510 

can now be acquired from various stores in Madina region as mentioned by P5 (50): 511 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 512 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 513 

store”).  514 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 515 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 516 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 517 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 518 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 519 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 520 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 521 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 522 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 523 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 524 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 525 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12].Similar cultural practices, like the tahlilan tradition 526 

among the NU community in Sumatra, can also be found. 527 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 528 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 529 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 530 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 531 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 532 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 533 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 534 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 535 
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‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 536 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 537 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 538 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 539 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 540 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 541 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 542 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 543 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 544 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 545 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 546 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 547 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 548 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 549 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 550 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 551 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still  fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 552 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 553 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 554 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 555 

Table 3 556 

5. Conclusion 557 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 558 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 559 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 560 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 561 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 562 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 563 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 564 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 565 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 566 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 567 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 568 
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cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 569 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 570 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 571 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 572 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 573 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 574 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 575 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 576 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 577 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 578 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 579 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 580 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 581 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 582 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 583 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 584 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 585 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 586 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 587 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 588 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 589 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 590 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 591 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 592 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 593 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 594 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 595 
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Figures 846 

 847 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 848 

 849 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 850 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 851 

during this obituary ceremony. (. Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022). 852 
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 853 

 854 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 855 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 856 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 857 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 858 

Sahrul) 859 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 861 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 862 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 863 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah13; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 864 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 866 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 867 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 
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3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations.  
5  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect.  
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well -

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings.  
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu  
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful.  
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Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 

Sahrul) 
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Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 
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Second 
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 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 
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 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 
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Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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 8 

1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with parents, ulama, and village malims (religious teachers) 21 

without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the congregation 22 

during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a strict protocol, 23 

encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The 24 

efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation 25 

of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar cultural 26 

practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the 27 

deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and social 28 

cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 
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families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 
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social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 86 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 87 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 88 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 89 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 90 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 91 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 92 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 93 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 94 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 95 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 96 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 97 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 98 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 99 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 100 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 101 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 102 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 103 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 104 

Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 105 
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migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 106 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 107 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 108 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 109 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 110 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 111 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 112 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 113 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 114 

Batak ethnic group.  115 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 116 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 117 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 118 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 119 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 120 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 121 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 122 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 123 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 124 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 125 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 126 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 127 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 128 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 129 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 130 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 131 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 132 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 133 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 134 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 135 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 136 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 137 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 138 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 139 
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various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 140 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 141 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 142 

and control [41,45]. 143 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 144 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 145 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 146 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 147 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 148 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 149 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 150 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 151 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 152 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 153 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 154 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 155 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 156 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 157 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 158 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 159 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 160 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 161 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 162 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 163 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 164 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 165 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 166 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 167 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 168 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 169 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 170 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 171 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 172 
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The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 173 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 174 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 175 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 176 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 177 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 178 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 179 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 180 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 181 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 182 

2. Location Settings 183 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 184 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 185 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 186 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 187 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 188 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 189 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 190 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 191 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 192 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 193 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 194 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 195 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 196 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 197 

and gold [55,56]. 198 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 199 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 200 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 201 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 202 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 203 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 204 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 205 
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Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 206 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 207 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 208 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 209 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 210 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 211 

Islamic education [58]. 212 

3. Methodology 213 

3.1. Design of the Research 214 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 215 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 216 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 217 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 218 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 219 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 220 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 221 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 222 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 223 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 224 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 225 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 226 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 227 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 228 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 229 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 230 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 231 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 232 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 233 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 234 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 235 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 236 

findings. 237 
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3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 238 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 239 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 240 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 241 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 242 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 243 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 244 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 245 

interviews. 246 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 247 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 248 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 249 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 250 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 251 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 252 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 253 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 254 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 255 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 256 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 257 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 258 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 259 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 260 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 261 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 262 

Table 1 263 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-264 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 265 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 266 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 267 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 268 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 269 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 270 
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was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 271 

videos for recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews were 272 

conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 273 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 274 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 275 

Thorough and rigorous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 276 

analysis purposes. 277 

Figure 1 278 

3.3. Data Analysis 279 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 280 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 281 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 282 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 283 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 284 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 285 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 286 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 287 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 288 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 289 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 290 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 291 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 292 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 293 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 294 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 295 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 296 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 297 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 298 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 299 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 300 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 301 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 302 
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0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 303 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 304 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 305 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 306 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 307 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 308 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was acquired from all eight subjects 309 

involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the study. To 310 

ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was employed, 311 

wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 312 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 313 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 314 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 315 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 316 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 317 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 318 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 319 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 320 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 321 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 322 

4. Findings and Discussion 323 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 324 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 325 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 326 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 327 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 328 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 329 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 330 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 331 

(PPMPB)6 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 332 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 333 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau7. Notably, the 334 
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students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 335 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 336 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 337 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 338 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 339 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 340 

Balancing8 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 341 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 342 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 343 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 344 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 345 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 346 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 347 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 348 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 349 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 350 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 351 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 352 

coming together for tahlilan. 353 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 354 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 355 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 356 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 357 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 358 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 359 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 360 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 361 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 362 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 363 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 364 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 365 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 366 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 367 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 368 
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augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 369 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 370 

Figure 2 371 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 372 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 373 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 374 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 375 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 376 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 377 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 378 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 379 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 380 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 381 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 382 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 383 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 384 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 385 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 386 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 387 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 388 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 389 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 390 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 391 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 392 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 393 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 394 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 395 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 396 

dispersed”. 397 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 398 

permission from the head of the village9 and tuan guru10 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 399 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 400 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 401 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 402 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 403 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 404 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 405 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 406 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 407 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 408 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 409 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 410 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 411 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 412 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 413 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 414 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 415 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 416 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 417 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 418 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 419 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 420 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 421 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 422 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 423 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 424 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 425 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 426 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 427 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 428 

procession. 429 

Table 2 430 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 431 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 432 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 433 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 434 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 435 
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gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 436 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 437 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 438 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 439 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 440 

file). 441 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 442 

days where:  443 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 444 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 445 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 446 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 447 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 448 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 449 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 450 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 451 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 452 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 453 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 454 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 455 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 456 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 457 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 458 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-459 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 460 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 461 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 462 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 463 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 464 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 465 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 466 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 467 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 468 
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congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 469 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 470 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 471 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 472 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 473 

4: 78). 474 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 475 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 476 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 477 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 478 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 479 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 480 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 481 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 482 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 483 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 484 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 485 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 486 

tradition. 487 

Figure 3 488 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 489 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 490 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 491 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 492 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 493 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 494 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 495 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 496 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 497 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 498 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 499 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 500 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 501 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 502 
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individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 503 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 504 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 505 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 506 

store”).  507 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 508 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 509 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 510 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 511 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 512 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 513 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 514 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 515 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 516 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 517 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 518 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 519 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 520 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 521 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 522 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 523 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 524 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 525 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 526 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 527 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 528 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 529 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 530 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 531 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 532 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 533 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 534 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 535 
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bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 536 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 537 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 538 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 539 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 540 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 541 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 542 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 543 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 544 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 545 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 546 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 547 

Table 3 548 

5. Conclusion 549 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 550 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 551 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 552 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 553 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 554 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 555 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 556 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 557 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 558 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 559 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 560 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 561 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 562 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 563 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 564 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 565 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 566 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 567 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 568 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 569 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 570 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 571 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 572 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 573 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 574 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 575 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 576 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 577 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 578 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 579 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 580 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 581 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 582 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 583 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 584 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 585 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 586 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 587 
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Figures 833 

 834 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 835 

 836 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 837 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 838 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 839 
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 841 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 842 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 843 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 844 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 845 

Sahrul) 846 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 848 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 849 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 850 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar11 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 
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• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid12. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah13; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 851 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 853 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 854 

 
1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 
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3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
6  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
7  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
8  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
9  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
10  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
11  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
12  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
13  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 16 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 17 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 18 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 19 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 20 

Mandailing community and the other associated with parents, ulama, and village malims (religious teachers) 21 

without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the congregation 22 

during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a strict protocol, 23 

encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The 24 

efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation 25 

of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar cultural 26 

practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the 27 

deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and social 28 

cohesion. 29 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 30 

1. Introduction 31 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 32 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 33 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 34 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 35 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 36 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 37 

various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 38 
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families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 39 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 40 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 41 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 42 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 43 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 44 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 45 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 46 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 47 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 48 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 49 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 50 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 51 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 52 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 53 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 54 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 55 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 56 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 57 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 58 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 59 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 60 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 61 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 62 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 63 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 64 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 65 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 66 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 67 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 68 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 69 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 70 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 71 

emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 72 



social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 73 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 74 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 75 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 76 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 77 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 78 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 79 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 80 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 81 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 82 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 83 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 84 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  85 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 86 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 87 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 88 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 89 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 90 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 91 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 92 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 93 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 94 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 95 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 96 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 97 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 98 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 99 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 100 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 101 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 102 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 103 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 104 

Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 105 



migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 106 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 107 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 108 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 109 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 110 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 111 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 112 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 113 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 114 

Batak ethnic group.  115 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 116 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 117 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 118 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 119 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 120 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 121 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 122 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 123 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 124 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 125 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 126 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 127 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 128 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 129 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 130 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 131 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 132 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 133 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 134 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 135 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 136 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 137 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 138 

conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 139 



various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 140 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 141 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 142 

and control [41,45]. 143 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 144 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 145 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 146 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 147 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 148 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 149 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 150 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 151 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 152 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 153 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 154 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 155 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 156 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 157 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 158 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 159 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 160 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 161 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 162 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 163 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 164 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 165 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 166 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 167 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 168 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 169 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 170 

weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 171 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 172 



The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 173 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 174 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 175 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 176 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 177 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 178 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 179 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 180 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 181 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 182 

2. Location Settings 183 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 184 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 185 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 186 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 187 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 188 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 189 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 190 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 191 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 192 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 193 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 194 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 195 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 196 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 197 

and gold [55,56]. 198 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 199 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 200 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 201 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 202 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 203 

diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 204 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 205 



Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 206 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 207 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 208 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 209 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 210 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 211 

Islamic education [58]. 212 

3. Methodology 213 

3.1. Design of the Research 214 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 215 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 216 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 217 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 218 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 219 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 220 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 221 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 222 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 223 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 224 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 225 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 226 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 227 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 228 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 229 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 230 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 231 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 232 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 233 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 234 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 235 

and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 236 

findings. 237 



3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 238 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 239 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 240 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 241 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 242 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 243 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 244 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 245 

interviews. 246 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 247 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 248 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 249 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 250 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 251 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 252 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 253 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 254 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 255 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 256 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 257 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 258 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 259 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 260 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 261 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 262 

Table 1 263 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-264 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 265 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 266 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 267 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 268 

obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 269 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 270 



was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 271 

videos for recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews were 272 

conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 273 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 274 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 275 

Thorough and rigorous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 276 

analysis purposes. 277 

Figure 1 278 

3.3. Data Analysis 279 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 280 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 281 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 282 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 283 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 284 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 285 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 286 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 287 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 288 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 289 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 290 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 291 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 292 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 293 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 294 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 295 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 296 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 297 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 298 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 299 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 300 

compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 301 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 302 



0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 303 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 304 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 305 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 306 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 307 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 308 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was acquired from all eight subjects 309 

involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the study. To 310 

ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was employed, 311 

wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 312 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 313 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 314 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 315 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 316 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 317 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 318 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 319 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 320 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 321 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 322 

4. Findings and Discussion 323 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 324 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 325 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 326 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 327 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 328 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 329 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 330 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 331 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 332 

has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 333 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 334 



students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 335 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 336 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 337 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 338 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 339 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 340 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 341 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 342 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 343 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 344 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 345 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 346 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 347 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 348 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 349 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 350 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 351 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 352 

coming together for tahlilan. 353 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 354 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 355 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 356 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 357 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 358 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 359 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 360 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 361 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 362 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 363 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 364 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 365 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 366 

emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 367 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 368 



augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 369 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 370 

Figure 2 371 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 372 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 373 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 374 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 375 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 376 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 377 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 378 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 379 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 380 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 381 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 382 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 383 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 384 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 385 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 386 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 387 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 388 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 389 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 390 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 391 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 392 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 393 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 394 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 395 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 396 

dispersed”. 397 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 398 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 399 

required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 400 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 401 



nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 402 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 403 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 404 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 405 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 406 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 407 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 408 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 409 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 410 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 411 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 412 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 413 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 414 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 415 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 416 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 417 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 418 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 419 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 420 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 421 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 422 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 423 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 424 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 425 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 426 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 427 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 428 

procession. 429 

Table 2 430 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 431 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 432 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 433 

third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 434 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 435 



gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 436 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 437 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 438 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 439 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 440 

file). 441 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 442 

days where:  443 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 444 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 445 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 446 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 447 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 448 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 449 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 450 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 451 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 452 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 453 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 454 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 455 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 456 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 457 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 458 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-459 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 460 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 461 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 462 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 463 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 464 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 465 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 466 

burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 467 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 468 



congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 469 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 470 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 471 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 472 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 473 

4: 78). 474 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 475 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 476 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 477 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 478 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 479 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 480 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 481 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 482 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 483 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 484 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 485 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 486 

tradition. 487 

Figure 3 488 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 489 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 490 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 491 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 492 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 493 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 494 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 495 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 496 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 497 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 498 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 499 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 500 

retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 501 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 502 



individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 503 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 504 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 505 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 506 

store”).  507 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 508 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 509 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 510 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 511 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 512 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 513 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 514 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 515 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 516 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 517 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 518 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 519 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 520 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 521 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 522 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 523 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 524 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 525 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 526 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 527 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 528 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 529 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 530 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 531 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 532 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 533 

communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 534 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 535 



bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 536 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 537 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 538 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 539 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 540 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 541 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 542 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 543 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 544 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 545 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 546 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 547 

Table 3 548 

5. Conclusion 549 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 550 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 551 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 552 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 553 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 554 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 555 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 556 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 557 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 558 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 559 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 560 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 561 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 562 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 563 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 564 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 565 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 566 

appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 567 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 568 



employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 569 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 570 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 571 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 572 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 573 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 574 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 575 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 576 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 577 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 578 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 579 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 580 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 581 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 582 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 583 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 584 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 585 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 586 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 587 
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Figures 833 

 834 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 835 

 836 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 837 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 838 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 839 
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 841 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 842 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 843 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 844 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 845 

Sahrul) 846 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 848 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 849 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 850 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 

 



 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 851 

 852 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 853 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 854 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                    
3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 

 

 



Figures 

 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 

 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 
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Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 

Sahrul) 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 2 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 7 

 8 

1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 15 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 16 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 17 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 18 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 19 

Mandailing community and the other associated with parents, ulama, and village malims (religious teachers) 20 

without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the congregation 21 

during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a strict protocol, 22 

encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The 23 

efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation 24 

of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar cultural 25 

practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the 26 

deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and social 27 

cohesion. 28 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 29 

1. Introduction 30 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 31 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 32 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 33 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 34 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 35 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 36 

 

* Correspondence author 

  Email address: sahrul@uinsu.ac.id (Sahrul) 

Revised manuscript file - highlighting revisions made Click here to view linked References

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 

mailto:sahrul@uinsu.ac.id
https://www2.cloud.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=9&fileID=5862962&msid=113d0fd6-a670-45b9-aa86-db93e89d91d8
https://www2.cloud.editorialmanager.com/heliyon/viewRCResults.aspx?pdf=1&docID=124849&rev=9&fileID=5862962&msid=113d0fd6-a670-45b9-aa86-db93e89d91d8


various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 37 

families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 38 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 39 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 40 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 41 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 42 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 43 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 44 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 45 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 46 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 47 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 48 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 49 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 50 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 51 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 52 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 53 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 54 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 55 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 56 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 57 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 58 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 59 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 60 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 61 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 62 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 63 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 64 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 65 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 66 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 67 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 68 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 69 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 70 
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emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 71 

social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 72 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 73 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 74 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 75 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 76 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 77 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 78 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 79 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 80 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 81 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 82 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 83 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  84 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 85 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 86 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 87 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 88 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 89 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 90 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 91 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 92 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 93 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 94 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 95 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 96 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 97 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 98 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 99 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 100 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 101 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 102 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 103 

 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 
 5 
 6 
 7 
 8 
 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 



Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 104 

migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 105 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 106 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 107 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 108 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 109 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 110 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 111 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 112 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 113 

Batak ethnic group.  114 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 115 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 116 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 117 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 118 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 119 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 120 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 121 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 122 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 123 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 124 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 125 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 126 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 127 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 128 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 129 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 130 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 131 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 132 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 133 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 134 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 135 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 136 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 137 
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conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 138 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 139 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 140 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 141 

and control [41,45]. 142 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 143 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 144 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 145 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 146 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 147 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 148 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 149 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 150 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 151 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 152 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 153 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 154 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 155 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 156 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 157 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 158 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 159 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 160 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 161 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 162 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 163 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 164 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 165 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 166 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 167 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 168 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 169 
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weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 170 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 171 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 172 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 173 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 174 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 175 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 176 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 177 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 178 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 179 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 180 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 181 

2. Location Settings 182 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 183 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 184 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 185 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 186 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 187 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 188 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 189 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 190 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 191 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 192 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 193 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 194 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 195 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 196 

and gold [55,56]. 197 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 198 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 199 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 200 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 201 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 202 
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diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 203 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 204 

Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 205 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 206 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 207 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 208 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 209 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 210 

Islamic education [58]. 211 

3. Methodology 212 

3.1. Design of the Research 213 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 214 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 215 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 216 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 217 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 218 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 219 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 220 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 221 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 222 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 223 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 224 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 225 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 226 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 227 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 228 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 229 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 230 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 231 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 232 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 233 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 234 
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and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 235 

findings. 236 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 237 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 238 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 239 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 240 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 241 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 242 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 243 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 244 

interviews. 245 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 246 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 247 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 248 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 249 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 250 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 251 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 252 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 253 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 254 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 255 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 256 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 257 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 258 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 259 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 260 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 261 

Table 1 262 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-263 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 264 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 265 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 266 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 267 
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obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 268 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 269 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 270 

videos for recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews were 271 

conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 272 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 273 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 274 

Thorough and rigorous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 275 

analysis purposes. 276 

Figure 1 277 

3.3. Data Analysis 278 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 279 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 280 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 281 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 282 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 283 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 284 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 285 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 286 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 287 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 288 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 289 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 290 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 291 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 292 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 293 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 294 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 295 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 296 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 297 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 298 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 299 
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compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 300 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 301 

0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 302 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 303 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 304 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 305 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 306 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 307 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was acquired from all eight subjects 308 

involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the study. To 309 

ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was employed, 310 

wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 311 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 312 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 313 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 314 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 315 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 316 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 317 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 318 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 319 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 320 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 321 

4. Findings and Discussion 322 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 323 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 324 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 325 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 326 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 327 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 328 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 329 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 330 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 331 
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has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 332 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 333 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 334 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 335 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 336 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 337 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 338 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 339 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 340 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 341 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 342 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 343 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 344 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 345 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 346 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 347 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 348 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 349 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 350 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 351 

coming together for tahlilan. 352 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 353 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 354 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 355 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 356 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 357 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 358 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 359 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 360 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 361 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 362 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 363 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 364 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 365 
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emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 366 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 367 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 368 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 369 

Figure 2 370 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 371 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 372 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 373 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 374 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 375 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 376 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 377 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 378 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 379 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 380 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 381 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 382 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 383 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 384 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 385 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 386 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 387 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 388 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 389 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 390 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 391 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 392 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 393 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 394 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 395 

dispersed”. 396 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 397 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 398 
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required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 399 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 400 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 401 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 402 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 403 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 404 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 405 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 406 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 407 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 408 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 409 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 410 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 411 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 412 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 413 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 414 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 415 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 416 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 417 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 418 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 419 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 420 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 421 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 422 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 423 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 424 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 425 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 426 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 427 

procession. 428 

Table 2 429 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 430 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 431 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 432 
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third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 433 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 434 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 435 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 436 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 437 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 438 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 439 

file). 440 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 441 

days where:  442 

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 443 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 444 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 445 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 446 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 447 

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 448 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 449 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 450 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 451 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 452 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 453 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 454 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 455 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 456 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 457 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-458 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 459 

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 460 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 461 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 462 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 463 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 464 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 465 
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burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 466 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 467 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 468 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 469 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 470 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 471 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 472 

4: 78). 473 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 474 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 475 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 476 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 477 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 478 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 479 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 480 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 481 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 482 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 483 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 484 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 485 

tradition. 486 

Figure 3 487 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 488 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 489 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 490 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 491 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 492 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 493 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 494 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 495 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 496 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 497 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 498 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 499 
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retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 500 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 501 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 502 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 503 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 504 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 505 

store”).  506 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 507 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 508 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 509 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 510 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 511 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 512 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 513 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 514 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 515 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 516 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 517 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 518 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 519 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 520 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 521 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 522 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 523 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 524 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 525 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 526 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 527 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 528 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 529 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 530 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 531 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 532 
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communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 533 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 534 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 535 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 536 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 537 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 538 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 539 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 540 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 541 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 542 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 543 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 544 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 545 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 546 

Table 3 547 

5. Conclusion 548 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 549 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 550 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 551 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 552 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 553 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 554 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 555 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 556 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 557 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 558 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 559 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 560 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 561 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 562 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 563 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 564 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 565 
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appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 566 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 567 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 568 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 569 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 570 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 571 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 572 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 573 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 574 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 575 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 576 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 577 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 578 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 579 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 580 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 581 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 582 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 583 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 584 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 585 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 586 
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Figures 832 

 833 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 834 

 835 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 836 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 837 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 838 
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 840 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 841 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 842 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 843 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 844 

Sahrul) 845 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 847 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 848 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 849 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

− Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

− Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

− QS 112: 1-3 

− QS 113: 1-5 

− QS 114: 1-5 

− QS 1: 1-7 

− QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

− QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

• Istighfar; 
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• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

• Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

− Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

− QS 2: 152-156 

− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

− Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

• Basmallah12; 

• Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

• Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

• Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

• Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 850 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 852 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 
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3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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 14 

Abstract: Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional communities 15 

worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the unique funeral ritual known as 16 

Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a qualitative approach, the research utilizes field 17 

observations and interviews with ulama and imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this 18 

traditional ritual. The study reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the 19 

Mandailing community and the other associated with parents, ulama, and village malims (religious teachers) 20 

without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the congregation 21 

during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this tradition follows a strict protocol, 22 

encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The 23 

efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation 24 

of cultural identity. While Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar cultural 25 

practices can be observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the 26 

deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of identity and social 27 

cohesion. 28 

Keywords: death rituals, funeral traditions, Batu Qulhu, Mandailing community, norms and values 29 

1. Introduction 30 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards 31 

fostering harmonious relations within multi-ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which 32 

individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their cultural 33 

engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides 34 

a framework for comprehending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without 35 

necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing grief [2]. Throughout 36 
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various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving 37 

families manifest through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular 38 

significance within religious frameworks as they are not only guided by religious doctrines but 39 

also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 40 

management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur'an, specifically 41 

drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature 42 

of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 43 

groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - 44 

moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His 45 

intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that transcends the 46 

boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 47 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices 48 

and ethnic traditions. Various communities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional 49 

Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben ceremony [10,11], 50 

express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices 51 

and procedures provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are 52 

performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, and supplications are often conducted 53 

to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 54 

influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, 55 

which involves collective remembrance gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan 56 

(call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in certain regions 57 

of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the 58 

people of Minangkabau in Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the 59 

head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in Nagari Anduring, the Minang 60 

community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone's passing. 61 

Bakayaik vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh1, beginning with 62 

his miraculous birth and chronicling his relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. 63 

This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, creating a 64 

captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, 65 

the reuhab tradition involves decorating the deceased person's bedroom for 40 days [14]. These 66 

practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic influences and local cultural 67 

expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 68 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: 69 

human societies, since their inception, have convened to form social bonds and articulate 70 



emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual also promotes 71 

social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, 72 

there is no clear description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, 73 

social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of social networks and the customs, bonds, 74 

and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 75 

Durkheim's theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its 76 

presence through the strength of influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges 77 

from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific locations, representing a 78 

reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough 79 

research into the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to 80 

better understand and extract the factors contributing to social cohesion. This approach allows 81 

for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 82 

cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious 83 

and spiritual practices as well as strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24].  84 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary 85 

practices and norms based on the social cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of 86 

North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of 87 

cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance 88 

ceremonies, this research seeks to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, 89 

offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions among Muslims in 90 

Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question 91 

the research question, what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing 92 

community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in present-day Mandailing 93 

Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing 94 

community based on social cohesion and identity? 95 

1.1. Mandailing Ethnic: Historical Context 96 

The origin of the word "Mandailing" is linked to the Munda people of India, who 97 

experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan people. The term "Mandailing" is derived from 98 

either "Mandala Holing" [25,26] or "Mundailing," referring to the refugees from Munda [27]. 99 

It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before 100 

the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda 101 

people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure from the Aryans, 102 

the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the 103 



Munda people occurred around 1500-1200 BC [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people 104 

migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific country of their migration is not 105 

specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in 106 

Central Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to "Negarakertagama" 107 

book from 1365, which mentions the presence of the Mandailing as one of the most significant 108 

ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, Pane, and 109 

Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been 110 

known by outsiders since ancient dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing 111 

people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the Singkuang Port (now 112 

known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the 113 

Batak ethnic group.  114 

The Mandailing community's ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. 115 

While some argue that they are part of the Batak Toba ethnic group  [34,35], this perspective 116 

faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis of factors 117 

such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the 118 

Mandailing community is indeed a component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To 119 

establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to themselves as "halak kita" 120 

(referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as "halak batak" (Batak people) 121 

[39,40]. Regarding religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing 122 

population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in specific locations like 123 

Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before 124 

embracing Islam, the religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits 125 

referred to as "si pele begu" [33], incorporating influences from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. 126 

Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 127 

associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan 128 

within the Greater Mandailing area [43]. 129 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached 130 

and defeated this movement by 1835 [36,41,44]. The term 'padri' has two possible origins. One 131 

explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word 'padri,' which referred to priests. 132 

It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can 133 

be likened to 'Islamic priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist 134 

Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These ulama sought to purify and 135 

reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations 136 

from strict Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and 137 



conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri movement gained support from 138 

various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to 139 

their message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris' growing influence and 140 

power threatened the traditional rulers, known as penghulu, who feared losing their authority 141 

and control [41,45]. 142 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam 143 

into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now 144 

Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. Schnitger [47] 145 

documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. 146 

Nevertheless, around 11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, 147 

an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, 148 

the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the religion's 149 

veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and 150 

culture, exemplified by customs such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking 151 

childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances spanning 7, 40, 100, and 152 

1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 153 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, 154 

spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom 155 

emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control over the 156 

Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed 157 

Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 158 

1.2. Mandailing Philosophy 159 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means 160 

advice, na means which/that/is, and lima means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five 161 

pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias Pamatangmu 162 

(keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias 163 

Bagasmu (keeping your house clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) 164 

[34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing community and the 165 

Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people's 166 

reputation for being religious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural 167 

practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, such as marhaban 168 

(barzanzi)4, the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as 169 



weddings, recoveries from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during 170 

significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving into a new home [38]. 171 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a 172 

forum used to organize life in carrying out olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak 173 

boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural value, 174 

created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural 175 

relation [51]. The three stones encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing 176 

community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with Islamic values and 177 

teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their 178 

daily lives, alongside their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the 179 

importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering harmonious relationships, and 180 

upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 181 

2. Location Settings 182 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra 183 

Province, spanning approximately between 0°10’ and 1°50’ N and 98°10’ and 100°10’ E. This 184 

region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 24 185 

islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 186 

478,000 people, and has a total area of 6,134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing 187 

Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region comprises a mixed 188 

vegetation area, accounting for 39.15% or 252.57 hectares, while forested areas occupy 30.04% 189 

of the region, followed by palm oil plantations at 27.79%. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 190 

hectares (0.7%), while agriculture utilizes 2.17% of the land. Additionally, water bodies such 191 

as lakes and dams encompass 0.14% of the region's total area. This region is crossed by three 192 

river systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, 193 

middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major 194 

population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. However, for 195 

years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks 196 

and gold [55,56]. 197 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95%, is Muslim, while the remaining 198 

5% consists of Christians (including Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of 199 

Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support the 200 

religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 201 

villages. Muslim community in Madina, consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich 202 



diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as madrasah, 203 

hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. 204 

Furthermore, active participation in significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the 205 

celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is observed among 206 

the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, 207 

in alignment with Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim 208 

community in charitable and community service activities. The local government plays a 209 

supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote 210 

Islamic education [58]. 211 

3. Methodology 212 

3.1. Design of the Research 213 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of 214 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both methodologies are characterized by 215 

their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 216 

[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this 217 

current study approach emphasizes a comprehensive exploration of human experiences within 218 

their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of lived experiences, 219 

ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that 220 

contextualize these experiences within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both 221 

underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to research, wherein 222 

researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the 223 

research process. It is worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to 224 

comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of individual cases, rather than 225 

attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the 226 

comprehensive exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural 227 

settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the integration of the subjects' knowledge with that 228 

of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 229 

recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects 230 

themselves [7,63]. The current study employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the 231 

insider's perspective from within the culture where the research project is situated, as 232 

previously described in studies by [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research 233 

acknowledges the critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context 234 



and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby enriching both the research process and its 235 

findings. 236 

3.2. Fieldwork and Subjects 237 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The 238 

researchers assumed the roles of both observers and interviewers. The observation phase 239 

focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of the Imam 240 

during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of 241 

remembrance. For the interviews, a systematic process was followed to select appropriate 242 

sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various means, such as 243 

phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the 244 

interviews. 245 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, 246 

two studies centered on the practices of anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, 247 

Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two informants, while 248 

Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample 249 

size of five informants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed 250 

interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, as detailed in Table 1. The age range 251 

of the informants in this study was 45-73 years old. 252 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research 253 

objectives. Firstly, the informants were required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the 254 

Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the Mandailing 255 

community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms 256 

and values associated with Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected 257 

Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in the Mandailing language 258 

was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were 259 

conducted with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama 260 

Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 261 

Table 1 262 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-263 

month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, 264 

which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. The 265 

study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in 266 

the designated study area (refer to Figure 1). The primary objective of the research was to 267 



obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the 268 

Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 269 

was meticulously observed and documented, employing a combination of photographs and 270 

videos for recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual interviews were 271 

conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 hours. These 272 

interviews took place at mutually agreed locations, such as the informant's residence, school 273 

office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu Qulhu ritual took place. 274 

Thorough and rigorous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent 275 

analysis purposes. 276 

Figure 1 277 

3.3. Data Analysis 278 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key 279 

stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data presentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical 280 

process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early phases of data 281 

collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were 282 

comprehensive in nature. As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more 283 

apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured approach, enabling the 284 

acquisition of specific and targeted data. 285 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was 286 

streamlined and organized to facilitate a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 287 

Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 288 

effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, 289 

allowing for the generation of valuable insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu 290 

Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the research, this 291 

qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive 292 

exploration of the research topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By 293 

transitioning from broad and general observations to more structured and specific data 294 

collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu 295 

ritual's cultural significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 296 

3.4. Ethical Consideration 297 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary 298 

Basic Research, adhering meticulously to stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical 299 



compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian 300 

Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 301 

0616615683, valid from 1-February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in 302 

handling the research data and records, which were securely stored on a password-protected 303 

computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study 304 

Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records 305 

was strictly restricted to the authors. 306 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to 307 

their inclusion in the research, explicit informed consent was acquired from all eight subjects 308 

involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the study. To 309 

ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was employed, 310 

wherein each subject was allocated an initial "P" followed by pertinent demographic 311 

particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic materials featured 312 

in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native 313 

Bahasa (Indonesian language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting 314 

their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. All participants provided written 315 

consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests 316 

at the ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, 317 

who was briefed on the study's objectives, note-taking, and photography. This unwavering 318 

commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 319 

inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the 320 

Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. 321 

4. Findings and Discussion 322 

4.1. Origin of the Rituals 323 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein 324 

Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886-1955), 325 

is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at funeral 326 

ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone 327 

used in this ritual. This insight was derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, 328 

and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. In addition, Syeikh 329 

Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru 330 

(PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance 331 



has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established recitation 332 

congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau6. Notably, the 333 

students and alumni of Musthafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and 334 

expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other provinces across Indonesia. 335 

As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice 336 

extends widely, facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 337 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the 338 

previous informant. He has pointed out that the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu 339 

Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 340 

the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without 341 

mentioning any specific individual. It was a means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the 342 

bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends. In 343 

addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the 344 

strategies employed to alleviate the profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. 345 

These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional support, proffering 346 

words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. 347 

Moreover, individuals were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of 348 

Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a conducive environment for these 349 

spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo 350 

martakziah, involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors 351 

coming together for tahlilan. 352 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, 353 

children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, 354 

tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, 355 

they add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult's big toe 356 

or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is 357 

better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 358 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr 359 

worship. In general, this type of stone is typically known as white pebble. It should be noticed 360 

that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 361 

characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, 362 

the family of the deceased person collect these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in 363 

the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult's thumb to enhance the 364 

solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Figure 2a). During the interview P4 (65), 365 



emphasized that in the past, people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in 366 

tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ (see Figure 2b). To 367 

augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult's big toe or larger, was 368 

employed. Over time, the Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 369 

Figure 2 370 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical 371 

sequences. Firstly, the abundance of rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang 372 

Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy availability of these 373 

stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], 374 

and tend to pollute due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics 375 

that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. They exhibit a white hue, imparting 376 

a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 377 

Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather 378 

conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals 379 

is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. 380 

4.2. The Contemporary Practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing Community 381 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and 382 

shamanistic traditions e.g., [69,70]. However, it is important to note that the religious activities 383 

associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by shamanism, but rather 384 

stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious 385 

teachers, and traditional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu 386 

remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in Madina. Based on 387 

interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance 388 

adhered to strict protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 389 

 “The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It 390 

required seeking consent from both the village leader and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 391 

essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and 392 

comprehend its teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The 393 

recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, where all the stones 394 

present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation 395 

dispersed”. 396 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining 397 

permission from the head of the village8 and tuan guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was 398 



required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 399 

encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) 400 

nature, ma'ani (abstract attributes of God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and 401 

prevalence of ma'ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess proficiency in 402 

both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to 403 

proficiently recite the Qur'an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the 404 

ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu Qulhu transpired during 405 

evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in 406 

the presence of the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the 407 

priest to cleanse himself through the observance of ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing 408 

process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 409 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context 410 

prayers and recitations. This practice generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama 411 

(NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, there are five 412 

Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily 413 

appointed by the group and relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then 414 

read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the deceased, his/her family as well 415 

to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and 416 

praise the God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual 417 

without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in three consecutive days after the death, and 418 

organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 419 

Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully 420 

arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the venue's conditions. This arrangement allows 421 

for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 422 

worshippers' right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that 423 

there were more than 30 piles of stones in the congregation. As additional information that 424 

commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people also held 425 

the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu 426 

Qulhu ritual. The following Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu 427 

procession. 428 

Table 2 429 

As presented in table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during 430 

funeral rituals. The first Imam recites wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, 431 

companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while the 432 



third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur'an. The fifth 433 

priest concludes with a closing prayer and religious guidance, including expressions of 434 

gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for the 435 

forgiveness of the deceased's sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon 436 

includes an oath regarding the deceased's parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, 437 

forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam delivers a sermon 438 

during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary 439 

file). 440 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive 441 

days where:  442 

 In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first 443 

meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the 444 

figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 445 

society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation 446 

in general. Here, the Imam will also read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession. 447 

 For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession 448 

remains unchanged. Prior to commencing the remembrance ceremony, the 'Imam pembaca 449 

takhtim' provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the congregation 450 

would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their 451 

positions until the conclusion of the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, 452 

on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to facilitate the dhikr 453 

and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the 454 

Qulhu remembrance stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed 455 

procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1-3, followed by the selection of a single stone. 456 

For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are 457 

chosen for a two-time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-458 

time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established practice. 459 

 In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. 460 

However, a notable distinction lies in the extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by 461 

the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the congregation. It 462 

is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without 463 

interruption. Subsequent to the remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. 464 

The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed within plastic 465 



burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Figure 3a). The event concludes with a religious 466 

sermon or tausiyah, wherein expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the 467 

congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon encompasses 468 

themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals 469 

to perpetually prepare themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. 470 

This is because all living beings are destined to experience mortality (QS 3: 185), and its 471 

arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 472 

4: 78). 473 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual's 474 

passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the 475 

burial site, as illustrated in Figure 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the grave bed, 476 

which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. 477 

Subsequently, these stones are poured in a manner that commences from the head of the 478 

deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the bereaved family, 479 

this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement 480 

of the stones on the grave, it is customary to recite the phrase "Bismillahi milata 'ala 481 

Rasulullah," which translates to "In the name of Allah and in the religion of the Prophet 482 

Muhammad pbuh." The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation 483 

conducted during the interment of the deceased's body. It is noteworthy that the selection of 484 

this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but rather originates from established 485 

tradition. 486 

Figure 3 487 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely 488 

influenced by environmental factors, evolving understandings within the community, and 489 

technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation of the ritual 490 

varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu 491 

Qulhu practice following the Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 pm – 7.00 pm local 492 

time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 pm – 8.00 pm), collectively performed at the 493 

mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the 494 

evening preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth 495 

(nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or around 3.00 pm) as mentioned by P6 496 

(45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 497 

the first, second, and third days following a person's demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu 498 

Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, 499 



retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and kept in 500 

a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of 501 

individuals and the limited availability of such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now 502 

obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 503 

 “Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. 504 

Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in flower shops and building material 505 

store”).  506 

4.3. Aspect of Norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 507 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds 508 

significant cultural value in the Mandailing community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white 509 

pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the deceased in 510 

the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein's students and 511 

alumni, who have established recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in 512 

North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends widely beyond Madina, 513 

with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. 514 

Equivalent cultural customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community 515 

in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. In Java, the Muslim community 516 

holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali 517 

Songo (The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 518 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission 519 

from village and religious leaders, referred to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam 520 

must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the solemnity and 521 

authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural 522 

heritage. The tahlilan tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, 523 

emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking solace in times of mourning. 524 

As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is 525 

necessary, as indicated by P2 (52): 526 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). 527 

Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please 528 

continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 529 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, 530 

relatives, neighbors, and friends in times of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity 531 

within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective resilience. Similar 532 



communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance 533 

gatherings associated with the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community 534 

bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends beyond its 535 

cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the 536 

Muslim society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the 537 

preservation of identity. This ritual also plays crucial role in fostering social cohesion through 538 

different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 539 

transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form 540 

of social cohesion in the societal level [20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, 541 

similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the traditional 542 

Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, 543 

find solace in collective rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity 544 

and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm aspects in the tradition of Batu 545 

Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 546 

Table 3 547 

5. Conclusion 548 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and 549 

religious practice within the Mandailing community's funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which 550 

involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual roots. While its 551 

origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in 552 

accounts highlight the complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu 553 

has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, exemplifying the adaptive nature 554 

of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is 555 

specific to the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other 556 

regions. These rituals reflect the universal human need to honor and remember the deceased, 557 

seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 558 

components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich 559 

cultural and religious heritage of the Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating 560 

collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural identity. By adhering 561 

to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of 562 

belonging within the community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as 563 

markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity among participants. As funeral 564 

ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and 565 



appreciating the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human 566 

beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we commemorate and honor the departed. The 567 

employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, and 568 

emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This 569 

approach provides nuanced insights into the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings 570 

attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging gaps in 571 

understanding of this complex phenomenon. 572 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it 573 

acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of historical documentation detailing the ritual 574 

within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 575 

extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is 576 

important to acknowledge that the limited number of informants and the specific observed 577 

processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu ritual 578 

across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities 579 

based on the guidance of their Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity 580 

of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural preservation and 581 

educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The 582 

creation of appropriate documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various 583 

platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider dissemination of knowledge and 584 

understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu 585 

tradition and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 586 
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Figures 832 

 833 

Figure 1. Area of the current research 834 

 835 

Figure 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket 836 

contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the Mandailing Muslim community 837 

during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on 22 July 2022) 838 
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 840 

Figure 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and 841 

kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of casting procession; and b) where 842 

Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] 843 

held at P4 residence on 22 July 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by 844 

Sahrul) 845 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 847 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
Ulama and local public 

figure 

4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 

5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 

6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 

7 P7 60 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Businessman 

8 P8 55 
Senior high school 

and pesantren 
Teacher 

 848 

Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 849 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar10 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all Muslim and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 

 QS 114: 1-5 

 QS 1: 1-7 

 QS 2: 1-5; 255; 

284-286 

 QS 33: 56 

Third 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

tahlil 

 Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) 

including: 

 Istighfar; 

 



 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid11. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 

Fourth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 

 QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah12; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 850 

 851 



Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 852 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 

 853 

1  Peace be upon him 
2  Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, 

shared this status alongside Imam Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao's origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or 

Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu (Upper Mandailing) [25]. 

                                                           



                                                                                                                                                                                    
3  Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant 

events or ceremonies. The term "upah" itself can be translated as "wages" or "payment". Upah-upah is deeply 

rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various occasions such as weddings, funerals, 

or community gatherings. 
4  The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from 

Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled "Mawlid al-Barzanji," is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and 

life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and celebrations. 
5  Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein 

Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra 

[73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74]. 
6  Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal 

prayer space or a modest mosque, wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious 

discourses, and other religious engagements. 
7  Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
8  One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position 

akin to that of a revered monarch, embodying nobility and commanding profound respect. 
9  Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for 

societal norms through their words and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals 

known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for various needs such as well-

being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
10  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
11  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
12  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Table 1. Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study 1 

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 

2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 

3 P3 73 Bachelor degree 
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figure 
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Senior high school 
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Table 2. Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession 3 

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

silsilah 

 Reciting istighfar1 three times; 

 Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth 

Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, 

ulama and parents of the deceased 

person, all moslem and the 

congregation 

 QS 1: 1-6 

Second 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

takhtim 

 Reciting takhtim (known as "reading 

for the reward of the deceased" or 

"reciting for the benefit of the 

deceased) 

 QS 112: 1-3 

 QS 113: 1-5 
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 QS 1: 1-7 
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 Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed 

by First syahadat tauhid2. The 

congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’; 

 Reciting second syahadat tauhid. 

Then answered by the 

congregation with ‘hayyun 

maujud’; 

 Reciting the third syahadat 

tauhid. And answered by all 

attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’. 

 Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid 

together with the congregation 100 

times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at 

same time shaking the head 
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Imam 
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Al Baqarah 

 Reciting some verses from the Quran 

that contains concept and advise 

about calamities 

 QS 2: 152-156 
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Fifth 

Imam 

Imam pembaca 

doa 

 Reciting closing prayer, with the 

following structure: 

 Basmallah3; 

 Praise to the Creator and His 

messenger (Muhammad pbuh); 

 Prayers for all Moslem (men and 

women); 

 Prayers for the deceased person 

and the family; 

 Prayers for attendance in the 

congregation; 

 

Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 4 
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Table 3. Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance 6 

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of traditions 

 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of 

rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, 

which was introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and 

continued by his students and alumni. The students and 

graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic boarding school play a 

significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief 

and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a 

means of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 

friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings 

 

Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are 

highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these 

gatherings creates a conducive environment for spiritual 

practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the deceased The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The 

ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from 

nearby rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows 

reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones 

used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy 

availability of these stones in the past and their resilience in 

varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature 

in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the 

suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This 

demonstrates a value of compassion and empathy within the 

culture. 
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1  The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu 
2  The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty 
3  Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani 

rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
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Batu Qulhu—The stone of death: Harmonizing traditional funerals 
in the Mandailing community of North Sumatra 

Sahrul a,*, Anang Widhi Nirwansyah b, Seyithan Demirdag c, Afrahul 
Fadhila Daulai d 

a Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, Universitas Islam Negeri Sumatera Utara 
(UINSU), Jl. Williem Iskandar Ps. V Medan Estate, Medan, 20371, Indonesia 
b Department of Geography Education, Faculty of Education, Universitas Muhammadiyah Purwokerto, Banyumas, 53182, Indonesia 
c Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Education, Zonguldak Bulent Ecevit University, Zonguldak, 67100, Turkey 
d Islamic Religious Education Study Program, Faculty of Tarbiyah and Teacher Training, Jl. Willem Iskandar Ps. V Medan Estate, Universitas Islam 
Negeri Sumatera Utara (UINSU), Medan, 20371, Indonesia   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Death rituals 
Funeral traditions 
Batu qulhu 
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A B S T R A C T   

Death and funeral rituals hold significant cultural and spiritual importance in traditional com-
munities worldwide, including within the Islamic faith. This study focuses on exploring the 
unique funeral ritual known as Batu Qulhu in the Muslim Mandailing community. Employing a 
qualitative approach, the research utilizes field observations and interviews with ulama and 
imams who have practical knowledge and understanding of this traditional ritual. The study 
reveals two origin stories of Batu Qulhu: one attributed to the first Imam in the Mandailing 
community and the other associated with parents, ulama, and village malims (religious teachers) 
without specifying an individual source. Batu Qulhu refers to the white river stones utilized by the 
congregation during the ritual to count the number of prayers offered. The procession of this 
tradition follows a strict protocol, encompassing prayers, recitation of the Quran, and seeking 
forgiveness for the deceased and their family. The efficacy of Batu Qulhu serves as a testament to 
the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation of cultural identity. While Batu 
Qulhu remembrance is specific to the Mandailing community, similar cultural practices can be 
observed in other regions, highlighting the universal human need to honor and remember the 
deceased, find solace in collective rituals, and uphold cultural traditions as an integral part of 
identity and social cohesion.   

1. Introduction 

As a traditional aspect of culture, funeral practices serve as an initial stride towards fostering harmonious relations within multi- 
ethnic communities [1]. The manner in which individuals navigate the concept of death holds significance as it encompasses their 
cultural engagement and utilization, similar to how religion, an integral component of culture, provides a framework for compre-
hending, interpreting, and making sense of death, albeit without necessarily diminishing its inherent challenges for those experiencing 
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grief [2]. Throughout various cultures, the commemoration of the deceased and the support offered to grieving families manifest 
through a multitude of ritualistic practices [3]. These rituals hold particular significance within religious frameworks as they are not 
only guided by religious doctrines but also serve as fundamental aspects of communal worship [4]. Within the Islamic tradition, the 
management of deceased bodies adheres to the teachings found in the Qur’an, specifically drawing attention to Surah Al Imran (QS 
3:185). This verse underscores the universal nature of mortality, asserting that every individual is bound to experience death [5]. In his 
groundbreaking 1907 study, Robert Hertz skillfully intertwined three essential imperatives - moral, aesthetic, and sociological - to 
present a captivating conceptualization of death [6]. His intricate analysis portrays death as a profound transformative journey that 
transcends the boundaries of both the spiritual and physical realms. 

In Indonesia, funeral rituals have been intricately intertwined with local cultural practices and ethnic traditions. Various com-
munities, such as the Tana Toraja people [7], the traditional Javanese community [8,9], and the Balinese who perform the ngaben 
ceremony [10,11], express their funeral customs based on their specific cultural heritage. These burial practices and procedures 
provide profound insights into the community and society in which they are performed. In these traditions, feasts, animal sacrifices, 
and supplications are often conducted to honor the deceased and their family. Additionally, Islamic values and rituals significantly 
influence funeral practices across many regions in Indonesia. The practice of tahlil or tahlilan, which involves collective remembrance 
gatherings, is commonly observed [12], and the azan (call to prayer) is often performed during burial ceremonies [4]. Moreover, in 
certain regions of Sumatra, Islamic funeral practices have assimilated with local traditions. For example, the people of Minangkabau in 
Nagari Salayo incorporate the custom of placing attributes on the head of the deceased during the funeral procession [13]. While in 
Nagari Anduring, the Minang community also practices bakayaik, which takes place 100 days after someone’s passing. Bakayaik 
vividly recounts the profound narrative of Prophet Muhammad pbuh,1 beginning with his miraculous birth and chronicling his 
relentless efforts to uphold the principles of Islam. This ceremonial tradition blends the eloquence of Arabic and Minang languages, 
creating a captivating linguistic tapestry that enhances the overall richness of the performance. In Aceh, the reuhab tradition involves 
decorating the deceased person’s bedroom for 40 days [14]. These practices exemplify the dynamic interplay between Islamic in-
fluences and local cultural expressions in funeral rituals across Indonesia. 

Throughout history, archaeological evidence of ancient burials reveals a persistent pattern: human societies, since their inception, 
have convened to form social bonds and articulate emotions and intentions in response to the phenomenon of death [15]. This ritual 
also promotes social cohesion in many communities practiced in various belief systems [16–18]. Despite this, there is no clear 
description on concept of social cohesion [19], for the purpose of this study, social cohesion is defined by the interconnectedness of 
social networks and the customs, bonds, and values that uphold their unity [20]. The idea of social cohesion traces back to Emile 
Durkheim’s theory. He proposed the notion of mechanical solidarity in society, suggesting its presence through the strength of 
influential individuals [21]. Hence, social cohesion emerges from socio-spatial factors that influence individuals within specific lo-
cations, representing a reflection of the classification of spaces [22,23]. Therefore, it is imperative to conduct thorough research into 
the rituals and traditions of specific communities within their local contexts to better understand and extract the factors contributing to 
social cohesion. This approach allows for a more nuanced analysis, considering the unique cultural and social dynamics that shape 
cohesion within distinct groups. Further, the traditional ceremony holds facilitates religious and spiritual practices as well as 
strengthening social bond and sense of identity [24]. 

This study aims to investigate the origin of Batu Qulhu rituals, exploring its contemporary practices and norms based on the social 
cohesion and identity in the Mandailing community of North Sumatra. The funeral rituals in this community are deeply rooted in a rich 
tapestry of cultural, religious, and philosophical traditions. By exploring the Batu Qulhu remembrance ceremonies, this research seeks 
to shed light on the significance and intricacies of these rituals, offering valuable insights into the broader context of funeral traditions 
among Muslims in Sumatra. Regarding to the goals, the current article addresses the following research question the research question, 
what is the historical background of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing community? How do the practices surround Batu Qulhu manifest in 
present-day Mandailing Muslim society? What are the norms associated with Batu Qulhu within the Mandailing community based on 
social cohesion and identity? 

1.1. Mandailing ethnic: historical context 

The origin of the word “Mandailing” is linked to the Munda people of India, who experienced defeat in a war against the Aryan 
people. The term “Mandailing” is derived from either “Mandala Holing” [25,26] or “Mundailing,” referring to the refugees from Munda 
[27]. It is believed that the Munda people originally inhabited the northern regions of India before the arrival of the Aryans [28]. The 
historical interaction between the Aryans and the Munda people has been examined through linguistic evidence [29]. Due to pressure 
from the Aryans, the Munda people migrated southward within India [29–31], and this Aryan occupation of the Munda people 
occurred around 1500-1200 BCE [32]. Eventually, the displaced Munda people migrated to Southeast Asia [31], although the specific 
country of their migration is not specified. It is likely that some of them reached North Sumatra through the Barus Port in Central 
Tapanuli, which was an international port at that time. Referred to “Negarakertagama” book from 1365, which mentions the presence 
of the Mandailing as one of the most significant ethnic groups in the archipelago [25,33]. The names mentioned include Mandailing, 

1 Peace be upon him. 
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Pane, and Padang Lawas. The mention of these names indicates that the name Mandailing has been known by outsiders since ancient 
dates. In addition, Tuanku Rao2 suggests that the Mandailing people trace their origin back to the Bugis Makassar, who sailed to the 
Singkuang Port (now known as Natal), it is more commonly accepted that the Mandailing people are part of the Batak ethnic group. 

The Mandailing community’s ethnic origin is a subject of contention among scholars. While some argue that they are part of the 
Batak Toba ethnic group [34,35], this perspective faces opposition from Mandailing intellectuals and historians. However, an analysis 
of factors such as skin color, language, clan structure, and genealogy support the assertion that the Mandailing community is indeed a 
component of the broader Batak ethnic group [36,37]. To establish their identity as the Mandailing community, they refer to them-
selves as “halak kita” (referred to: our people) of South Tapanuli [38], rather than as “halak batak” (Batak people) [39,40]. Regarding 
religious affiliation, the majority of the contemporary Mandailing population follows Islam, with a minority of Christians found in 
specific locations like Pakantan in Upper Mandailing, Medan, and other cities in North Sumatra [25,41]. Before embracing Islam, the 
religious beliefs of the Mandailing people focused around ancestral spirits referred to as “si pele begu” [33], incorporating influences 
from Hinduism and Buddhism [42]. Recent field research conducted in the Mandailing region revealed remnants and artefacts 
associated with both Hindu and Buddhist traditions, particularly in the vicinity of Panyabungan within the Greater Mandailing area 
[43]. 

Padri wars has brought Islam to Mandailing around 1821 and the Dutch military breached and defeated this movement by 1835 
[36,41,44]. The term ‘padri’ has two possible origins. One explanation suggests that it stems from the Indonesian word ‘padri,’ which 
referred to priests. It is important to emphasize that the notable figures associated with the Padri movement can be likened to ‘Islamic 
priests’ [45]. This movement emerged in the early 1800s as a reformist Islamic movement led by local scholars known as ulama. These 
ulama sought to purify and reform Islam in the region, criticizing what they perceived as syncretic practices and deviations from strict 
Islamic teachings [26,41]. They aimed to establish a more orthodox and conservative interpretation of Islam in Mandailing. Padri 
movement gained support from various segments of the population, including the rural communities, who were attracted to their 
message of religious purity and social justice [46]. The Padris’ growing influence and power threatened the traditional rulers, known 
as penghulu, who feared losing their authority and control [41,45]. 

Before then, in the classical era, marked by the introduction of Hinduism preceding Islam into South Tapanuli, is substantiated by 
the presence of the Bahal temple in Portibi (now Padang Lawas), a relic of the Panai kingdom during the 12th and 13th centuries. 
Schnitger [47] documented that around 1000 AD, the Panai kingdom stood as the foremost realm of its time. Nevertheless, around 
11th century, the Panai kingdom succumbed to Rajendrakola from India, an adherent of the Hindu faith. Despite the presence of 
Hindus within the Mandailing Sultanate, the Mandailing populace did not embrace Islam. This decision was influenced by the re-
ligion’s veneration of numerous idols. Through a traditional lens, there exists a fusion of religion and culture, exemplified by customs 
such as upah-upah3 (gift) during weddings, rites marking childbirth, and housewarming ceremonies. Additionally, observances 
spanning 7, 40, 100, and 1000 days following the demise of parents are upheld. 

The Mandailing Sultanate fell under the dominion of the Aru kingdom circa 1295 AD, spanning the 13th to 15th centuries AD. 
Subsequent to this period, the Pulungan kingdom emerged, followed by the ascendancy of the Nasution clan, which assumed control 
over the Mandailing Godang region (now Panyabungan), and the Lubis clan, which governed Mandailing Julu (now Kotanopan). 

1.2. Mandailing philosophy 

The values of the Mandailing ethnic philosophy of life called Poda Na Lima. Poda means advice, na means which/that/is, and lima 
means five. In short, Poda Na Lima consists of five pieces of advice, namely: i) Paias Rohamu (keeping your heart clean); ii) Paias 
Pamatangmu (keeping your body clean); iii) Paias Parabitonmu (keeping your clothes clean); iv) Paias Bagasmu (keeping your house 
clean); and v) Paias Pakaranganmu (keeping your yard clean) [34,48]. These five values are still firmly held by the Mandailing 
community and the Mandailing ethnicity in Indonesia and around the world. Despite the Madina people’s reputation for being reli-
gious, their daily social lives are intertwined with various cultural practices that are imbued with religious significance. These rituals, 
such as marhaban (barzanzi),4 the use of plain flour, and upah-upah, are performed on joyful occasions such as weddings, recoveries 
from illness, and the attainment of new positions, as well as during significant life transitions such as the birth of a child and moving 
into a new home [38]. 

The Mandailing ethnic community has a value system, Dalihan Na Tolu which means a forum used to organize life in carrying out 
olong (affection) between mora, kahanggi and anak boru [34,35,49,50]. Dalihan Na Tolu, also referred to ‘three stones’ [37], is a cultural 
value, created by the Creator that guide Bataknese attitude and behavior in the social lives and cultural relation [51]. The three stones 
encompass family, community, and spirituality. In Mandailing community, Dalihan Na Tolu principles are deeply intertwined with 

2 Tuanku Rao is characterized as enigmatic figure and one of the two significant leaders of the Padri movement, shared this status alongside Imam 
Bonjol himself. Tuanku Rao’s origins can be traced to Huta na Godang or Huta Godang, also known as Tano Godang, located in Mandailing Julu 
(Upper Mandailing) [25].  

3 Upah-upah refers to cultural practice or tradition of offering gifts or monetary compensation during significant events or ceremonies. The term 
“upah” itself can be translated as “wages” or “payment”. Upah-upah is deeply rooted in the Mandailing culture and is often observed during various 
occasions such as weddings, funerals, or community gatherings.  

4 The word barzanzi is associated with the name of Syeikh Barzanji, a prominent scholar and Sufi poet from Kurdistan. His renowned work, titled 
“Mawlid al-Barzanji,” is a poetic composition that narrates the birth and life of the Prophet Muhammad, often recited during religious gatherings and 
celebrations. 
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Islamic values and teachings. Mandailing Muslim communities incorporate these cultural principles into their daily lives, alongside 
their Islamic beliefs and practices [51,52]. This concept reinforces the importance of maintaining strong moral character, fostering 
harmonious relationships, and upholding social justice within the community [34,35,51]. 

2. Location settings 

The Mandailing Natal region, often abbreviated as Madina, is situated in North Sumatra Province, spanning approximately between 
0◦10′ and 1◦50′ N and 98◦10′ and 100◦10′ E. This region is located on the west coast of Sumatra, has a 170 km coastline, and is home to 
24 islands, though only 4 of these islands are inhabited. In 2021, Madina has a population of over 478,000 people, and has a total area 
of 6134 km2 [53]. Based on BPS-Statistics of Mandailing Natal Regency [53], during 2021, the predominant land use in this region 
comprises a mixed vegetation area, accounting for 39.15 % or 252.57 ha, while forested areas occupy 30.04 % of the region, followed 
by palm oil plantations at 27.79 %. Settlements in Madina cover 451.38 ha (0.7 %), while agriculture utilizes 2.17 % of the land. 
Additionally, water bodies such as lakes and dams encompass 0.14 % of the region’s total area. This region is crossed by three river 
systems including Batang Pungkut, Batang Gadis, and Aek Pohan that represent upper, middle and lower part of the Batang Gadis 
watershed [54]. These rivers are beneficial for major population in Madina including for agriculture, plantation and industrial sectors. 
However, for years the rivers have also become threatened to illegal mining activities including sands, rocks and gold [55,56]. 

The majority of the population in Madina, around 95 %, is Muslim, while the remaining 5 % consists of Christians (including 
Catholics), Hindus, Buddhists, and followers of Confucianism. Madina has more than 800 mosques and 70 churches [57], to support 
the religious practices of its inhabitants, and the region is made up of 23 districts and over 370 villages. Muslim community in Madina, 
consisting of various ethnic groups, exhibits a rich diversity of cultural and religious practices. Mosques and Islamic schools, known as 
madrasah, hold a prominent position in shaping the religious and cultural life of the community. Furthermore, active participation in 
significant cultural and religious traditions, such as the celebration of two major Islamic holidays like Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, is 
observed among the Muslim population. A strong emphasis on social responsibility and assisting those in need, in alignment with 
Islamic principles, is evident through the engagement of the Muslim community in charitable and community service activities. The 
local government plays a supportive role by implementing policies and providing necessary infrastructure to promote Islamic edu-
cation [58]. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Design of the research 

This study adopts qualitative research design, employing combination of phenomenological and ethnographic approaches. Both 
methodologies are characterized by their exploratory nature, utilizing the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection 
[59]. By intertwining the principles of phenomenological analysis and ethnography, this current study approach emphasizes a 
comprehensive exploration of human experiences within their natural settings. While phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of 
lived experiences, ethnography complements this by elucidating the cultural and social intricacies that contextualize these experiences 
within specific communities or groups. Additionally, they both underscore the importance of adopting a self-conscious approach to 
research, wherein researchers are attentive to their own perspectives, biases, and influences throughout the research process. It is 
worth to be noticed that the primary aim of qualitative research is to comprehend the distinctive characteristics and experiences of 
individual cases, rather than attempting to establish generalized patterns or trends [60]. This method emphasizes the comprehensive 
exploration of human behaviors and experiences as they unfold within natural settings [61,62]. Integral to this research is the inte-
gration of the subjects’ knowledge with that of the researchers, which holds significant importance. This integration facilitates the 
recognition and documentation of outcomes from the local perspective inherent to the subjects themselves [7,63]. The current study 
employs an emic approach, which entails adopting the insider’s perspective from within the culture where the research project is 
situated, as previously described in studies by Refs. [7,45,64–66]. By embracing an emic approach, the research acknowledges the 
critical importance of comprehending and interpreting the cultural context and subjective experiences of the subjects, thereby 
enriching both the research process and its findings. 

Table 1 
Pseudonym of subjects’ information in the current study.  

Informants Initial Age Education Level Occupation 

1 P1 65 Bachelor degree Teacher 
2 P2 52 Bachelor degree Teacher 
3 P3 73 Bachelor degree Ulama and local public figure 
4 P4 65 Master degree Public servant 
5 P5 50 Master degree Public servant 
6 P6 45 Master degree Teacher 
7 P7 60 Senior high school and pesantren Businessman 
8 P8 55 Senior high school and pesantren Teacher  
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3.2. Fieldwork and subjects 

The research employed an observational and interview-based approach to collect data. The researchers assumed the roles of both 
observers and interviewers. The observation phase focused on the Batu Qulhu remembrance practice in the study area, the activities of 
the Imam during the ritual, and the placement of stones in the graveyard after the final day of remembrance. For the interviews, a 
systematic process was followed to select appropriate sources. Initial contact with the informants was established through various 
means, such as phone calls, emails, and WhatsApp messages, to effectively arrange and conduct the interviews. 

In prior ethnographic studies, a limited number of subjects were involved. For instance, two studies centered on the practices of 
anesthesia within two British hospital [67]. Similarly, Baan et al. [7] conducted research on funeral rituals in Toraja with only two 
informants, while Lee et al. [68] examined the experience of depression among Chinese individuals with a sample size of five in-
formants. In accordance with the present study, data collection encompassed interviews with a total of eight carefully selected subjects, 
as detailed in Table 1. The age range of the informants in this study was 45–73 years old. 

The selection process for these subjects adhered to specific criteria relevant to the research objectives. Firstly, the informants were 
required to hold the roles of imams or leaders of the Batu Qulhu dhikr (or remembrance) during funeral ceremonies within the 
Mandailing community. Secondly, they were expected to possess a profound understanding of the norms and values associated with 
Batu Qulhu. Lastly, the informants needed to be Ulama or respected Islamic spiritual leaders within the local community. Proficiency in 
the Mandailing language was also a prerequisite for informant selection. To identify suitable subjects, consultations were conducted 
with local authorities, such as the Indonesian Council of Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) in Madina, as well as prominent local figures. 

The current investigation involved the collection of data during a comprehensive six-month fieldwork period in 2022, specifically 
spanning from February to July. This fieldwork, which was coordinated by the first and second author, extended over a total of 90 days. 
The study targeted five specifically chosen districts, selected from a larger pool of 23 districts in the designated study area (refer to 
Fig. 1). The primary objective of the research was to obtain valuable insights into the cultural practices related to the Batu Qulhu ritual 
within the Mandailing community in the Madina region. The Batu Qulhu event occurring in July 2022 was meticulously observed and 
documented, employing a combination of photographs and videos for recording. Regarding the data collection process, individual 
interviews were conducted with each informant, with each session spanning approximately 2 h. These interviews took place at 
mutually agreed locations, such as the informant’s residence, school office, or the household of the deceased individual where the Batu 
Qulhu ritual took place. Thorough and rigorous recording of all pertinent information was undertaken for subsequent analysis 
purposes. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The present study utilized a qualitative data analysis approach, encompassing three key stages: 1) data reduction; 2) data pre-
sentation; and 3) drawing conclusions. This analytical process unfolded iteratively throughout the research. Initially, during the early 
phases of data collection, the research maintained a broad and overarching focus, and the observations were comprehensive in nature. 
As the research progressed and the focus of the study became more apparent, the observations evolved to adopt a more structured 
approach, enabling the acquisition of specific and targeted data. 

The data analysis commenced with data reduction, where the gathered information was streamlined and organized to facilitate a 
deeper understanding of the subject matter. Subsequently, the data were presented in a coherent and meaningful manner to facilitate 
effective interpretation. Finally, the study derived conclusions based on the analyzed data, allowing for the generation of valuable 
insights into the cultural practices surrounding the Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing community in Madina. Throughout the 
research, this qualitative data analysis process occurred in a cyclical manner, ensuring a comprehensive exploration of the research 
topic and a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved. By transitioning from broad and general observations to more struc-
tured and specific data collection, the study achieved a comprehensive and detailed exploration of the Batu Qulhu ritual’s cultural 
significance and its relevance within the Mandailing community. 

3.4. Ethical consideration 

The present investigation was conducted under the auspices of Cluster Interdisciplinary Basic Research, adhering meticulously to 
stringent ethical guidelines. To ensure ethical compliance, the study received official approval from the Lembaga Penelitian dan 
Pengabdian Masyarakat (LPPM) University of North Sumatera (UINSU) with the approval number: 0616615683, valid from 1- 
February-2022, to 31-October-2022. The utmost care was taken in handling the research data and records, which were securely 
stored on a password-protected computer housed within the Department of Islamic Communication and Broadcasting Study Program, 
Faculty of Da’wah and Islamic Communication, UINSU. Access to these records was strictly restricted to the authors. 

In adherence to established ethical standards for data collection and publication, prior to their inclusion in the research, explicit 
informed consent was acquired from all eight subjects involved, thereby safeguarding their voluntary and informed engagement in the 
study. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, a coding system was employed, wherein each subject was 
allocated an initial “P" followed by pertinent demographic particulars, such as age and current profession. Moreover, all photographic 
materials featured in this investigation were obtained with written consent from all participants in the native Bahasa (Indonesian 
language), thereby emphasizing the paramount importance of respecting their autonomy and privacy throughout the research process. 
All participants provided written consent to participate, for the data to be published and for inclusion of photographs. All guests at the 
ritual provided written consent. Permission was sought from the family representative, who was briefed on the study’s objectives, note- 
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taking, and photography. This unwavering commitment to ethical principles serves to underscore the rigor and integrity of the present 
inquiry, facilitating an ethically sound exploration of the cultural practices pertaining to the Batu Qulhu ritual within the Mandailing 
community in Madina. 

4. Findings and discussion 

4.1. Origin of the rituals 

Based on the interview, it is mentioned that Syeikh Haji Mustafa Husein bin Husein Nasution bin Umar Nasution Al-Mandaili (or 
known as Syeikh Mustafa Husein) (1886–1955), is credited as the first Imam to introduce the practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance at 
funeral ceremonies. In the beginning, was named by Batu Balancing based on the color of the stone used in this ritual. This insight was 
derived from interviews conducted with P1 (65), an ulama, and P2 (52), a teacher at Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 1 Panyabungan. 
In addition, Syeikh Musthafa Husein is also founder of the Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB)5 or Purba Baru Islamic 
boarding school. The practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance has been preserved and perpetuated by his students, who have established 
recitation congregations in various locations such as mosques, prayer rooms, and surau.6 Notably, the students and alumni of Mus-
thafawiyah have played a significant role in its development and expansion beyond Madina region, with a presence in several other 
provinces across Indonesia. As the oldest pesantren (or boarding school) in North Sumatra, the influence of this practice extends widely, 
facilitated by the widespread distribution of its students and graduates. 

An alternative explanation, provided by P3 (73) an ulama, diverges slightly from the previous informant. He has pointed out that 
the tradition of using Batu Qulhu or Batu Balancing7 as a medium for remembrance was explained with a slight variation, focusing on 
the customs upheld by elderly parents, ulama, village malims (religious teachers), without mentioning any specific individual. It was a 
means to alleviate the sorrow experienced by the bereaved and served as a form of support from family, relatives, neighbors, and 
friends. In addition to the customary acts of attending funerals and observing mourning rituals, the strategies employed to alleviate the 
profound grief experienced by individuals extended further. These encompassed multifaceted practices such as providing emotional 

Fig. 1. Area of the current research.  

5 Pondok Pesantren Musthafawiyah Purba Baru (PPMPB), was founded in 1912 by Syeikh Musthafa Husein Nasution. This Islamic boarding school is 
located in Purba Baru sub-district, Madina Regency, North Sumatra [73]. Further reference on this boarding school can be read in Khairurrijal [74].  

6 Surau means a place of worship or a small mosque-like structure. The surau typically serves as a communal prayer space or a modest mosque, 
wherein Muslims congregate for congregational prayers, religious discourses, and other religious engagements.  

7 Some community in Madina also use term of Batu Bontar to refer Batu Qulhu. 
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support, proffering words of guidance and solace to foster resilience and acceptance in the face of adversity. Moreover, individuals 
were invited to partake in collective prayer sessions, where the use of Batu Qulhu stones served as facilitative elements in creating a 
conducive environment for these spiritual gatherings. P3 further elucidated that this method, referred to as alak na jolo martakziah, 
involved family members, parents, spouses, children, relatives, and neighbors coming together for tahlilan. 

“In the past people paid tribute to the homes of people who died; parents, wife, husband, children, siblings and neighbors are tahlilan, 
starting from reciting istighfar, al-Fatihah, tahlil, prayers and concluding selawat. To make the dhikr in congregation more solemn, they 
add media by using a Batu Balancing (white stone) within size of an adult’s big toe or larger than that. In the past, the white stone was 
said to be a Batu Balancing, now it is better known as the Batu Qulhu”. 

Batu Qulhu ritual refers to the use of certain stone as a means of carrying out dhikr worship. In general, this type of stone is typically 
known as white pebble. It should be noticed that most of these white pebbles are predominantly comprised of marble, a rock formation 
characterized by its crystallized carbonates and can easily be found in the riparian zone. Here, the family of the deceased person collect 
these stones from the nearest river. As mentioned in the interview, this ritual chooses approximately the size of an adult’s thumb to 
enhance the solemnity of the remembrance (as can be seen in Fig. 2a). During the interview P4 (65), emphasized that in the past, 
people paid homage to the homes of the deceased, engaging in tahlilan rituals that encompassed prayers and concluding with ‘selawat’ 
(see Fig. 2b). To augment the collective remembrance, Batu Qulhu, the size of an adult’s big toe or larger, was employed. Over time, the 
Batu Balancing came to be recognized as the Batu Qulhu. 

The utilization of Batu Qulhu in death ceremonies is also underpinned by the geographical sequences. Firstly, the abundance of 
rivers in Madina, notably the Batang Gadis River, Batang Natal River, Aek Kalungan River and Angkola River, facilitated the easy 
availability of these stones in the past. Nowadays, these rivers also threatened by illegal gold mining activities [55], and tend to pollute 
due to its waste [56]. Secondly, these stones possess distinct characteristics that contribute to their suitability for the purpose at hand. 
They exhibit a white hue, imparting a visually soothing effect, while their cool and clean appearance further enhances their appeal. 
Third, these stones demonstrate resilience in withstanding the rigors of varying weather conditions, including heat, cold, and rainfall. 
Furthermore, the recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed by the community to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the 
grave. 

4.2. The contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing community 

In the past, Islamic practices in Sumatra have exhibited influences from mystical and shamanistic traditions e.g., Refs. [69,70]. 
However, it is important to note that the religious activities associated with the remembrance of Batu Qulhu are not influenced by 
shamanism, but rather stem solely from religious traditions previously followed by religious scholars, religious teachers, and tradi-
tional leaders. Currently, the contemporary practice of Batu Qulhu remembrance has been inherited and embraced by Muslim society in 
Madina. Based on interview with P4 (65), it is evident that in the past, the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance adhered to strict 
protocols as mentioned in the following statement. 

“The tradition of recalling the Batu Qulhu was once a highly regulated practice. It required seeking consent from both the village leader 
and the syeikh. Mastery of the 20 essential attributes of Allah was necessary, alongside the ability to read the Quran and comprehend its 
teachings. The stones themselves had to possess a pure white hue. The recitation of Qulhu would take place during evening gatherings, 
where all the stones present had to be utilized fully, leaving no remnants behind before the congregation dispersed”. 

These procedures include the following: 1) the procession necessitated obtaining permission from the head of the village8 and tuan 
guru9 (or kulifah); 2) the ritual leader was required to commit to memory and comprehend the twenty obligatory attributes of God, 
encompassing nafsiyah (self-related attributes) nature, salbiyah (attributes related to existence) nature, ma’ani (abstract attributes of 
God) nature, and maknawiyah (the essential nature and prevalence of ma’ani) nature; 3) the officiating Imam was expected to possess 
proficiency in both written and spoken Arabic-Malay; 4) the Imam leading the remembrance was required to proficiently recite the 
Qur’an and comprehend its meaning; 5) the Batu Qulhu utilized in the ritual had to be of a white hue; and 6) the remembrance of Batu 
Qulhu transpired during evening hours, and all the stones had to be completed within a single procession conducted in the presence of 
the congregation. Preceding the initiation of the ritual, it is customary for the priest to cleanse himself through the observance of 
ablution, mirroring the ritualistic cleansing process associated with prayer as mentioned by P7 (60). 

Basically, this ritual has many similarities to tahlilan tradition especially in the context prayers and recitations. This practice 
generally has been carried out by many Nahdatul Ulama (NU) community in Sumatra [12,71]. However, in Batu Qulhu remembrance, 
there are five Imams that lead this procession with different assignment. These Imams are voluntarily appointed by the group and 
relatively flexible based on their own agreement. The priests then read several prayers that beneficial to seek forgiveness for the 
deceased, his/her family as well to congregation. The Imams also recite some verses from the Surat of the Quran (QS), and praise the 
God. In this Batu Qulhu ritual, the congregation are voluntarily attending the ritual without any formal invitation. The ritual is held in 

8 One crucial determinant is obtaining authorization from the village leader. The village head holds a position akin to that of a revered monarch, 
embodying nobility and commanding profound respect.  

9 Tuan guru or teacher serves as a religious authority, serving as an exemplar and establishing a benchmark for societal norms through their words 
and actions. Additionally, they are often revered as sacred individuals known for their healing abilities, and they serve as a source of supplication for 
various needs such as well-being, sustenance, companionship, agricultural prosperity, and attainment of blessings. 
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three consecutive days after the death, and organized by group manager, neighbors and the Imams, and commonly referred to Serikat 
Tolong Menolong (STM) or Union of Help. The Imams and the congregation are artfully arranged in a circular formation, tailored to the 
venue’s conditions. This arrangement allows for the placement of stones in front of the congregation, effortlessly within reach for the 
worshippers’ right hand. During the fieldwork in Panyabungan Kota district, it was noticed that there were more than 30 piles of stones 
in the congregation. As additional information that commonly they are sitting on the floor covered with tikar or mat, but some people 
also held the ritual with chairs. The priests hold the responsibility for overseeing the course of the Batu Qulhu ritual. The following 
Table 2 describes each Imams’ responsibility in Batu Qulhu procession. 

As presented in Table 2 that the five Imams stone remembrance fulfill distinct roles during funeral rituals. The first Imam recites 
wasilah, invoking blessings upon the prophets, companions, scholars, and deceased parents. The second Imam performs takhtim, while 
the third recites dhikr tahlil. The fourth Imam recites selected verses from the Qur’an. The fifth priest concludes with a closing prayer 
and religious guidance, including expressions of gratitude to Allah SWT and salutations to Prophet Muhammad SAW, supplications for 
the forgiveness of the deceased’s sins, and prayers for the widening of their grave. The sermon includes an oath regarding the de-
ceased’s parents, beseeching acceptance of their worship, forgiveness of sins, and enlargement of their grave. Additionally, the imam 
delivers a sermon during this ritual (text written in Mandailing and the translation can be read in Supplementary file). 

The current study also reveals that Batu Qulhu ritual in Madina is held in three consecutive days where.  

− In the day 1, the remembrance is taken where the Imam start the ceremony. In the first meeting, the priests wear neat clothes, wear 
caps, turbans and sarongs. Reflecting the figure of a religious expert and placing his position is a person who is highly respected in 
society. Their sitting position is arranged in a special place, different from the congregation in general. Here, the Imam will also 
read out the order of the Batu Qulhu procession.  

− For day 2, similar to the preceding event, the order of events for the first night procession remains unchanged. Prior to commencing 
the remembrance ceremony, the ‘Imam pembaca takhtim’ provided an explanation that after the recitation of the takhtim, the 
congregation would engage in the dhikr of Batu Qulhu, and were kindly requested to maintain their positions until the conclusion of 
the event. However, in contrast to the previous occasion, on the second night of recitation, Qulhu stones are made available to 
facilitate the dhikr and are arranged in a stacked formation in front of the congregation. Subsequently, the Qulhu remembrance 
stones are accumulated in the same location. The prescribed procedure entails the recitation of QS 112: 1–3, followed by the se-
lection of a single stone. For each subsequent repetition, an additional stone is selected, such that two stones are chosen for a two- 
time reading, three stones for a three-time reading, four stones for a four-time reading, and so forth, in accordance with established 
practice.  

− In day 3, Batu Qulhu procession replicates the format observed on the second meeting. However, a notable distinction lies in the 
extended duration of the dhikr, necessitated by the requirement to recite the prayer over each stone in the presence of the 
congregation. It is imperative to sustain the continuity of the dhikr until its completion, without interruption. Subsequent to the 
remembrance, a collective prayer and salawat are gathered. The Batu Qulhu employed as aids for remembrance are carefully placed 
within plastic burlap bags or buckets (as can be seen in Fig. 3a). The event concludes with a religious sermon or tausiyah, wherein 
expressions of gratitude are articulated on behalf of the congregation and the afflicted families. The content of the religious sermon 
encompasses themes such as death, the retribution of the grave, and serves as a reminder for individuals to perpetually prepare 
themselves and enhance their devotion before the arrival of death. This is because all living beings are destined to experience 
mortality (QS 3: 185), and its arrival cannot be postponed, even if one seeks refuge within a lofty and robust fortress (QS 4: 78). 

In addition to the Batu Qulhu remembrance, on the fourth day following an individual’s passing, Batu Qulhu stones are transported 
to the cemetery and carefully positioned above the burial site, as illustrated in Fig. 3b. The procedure involves the preparation of the 
grave bed, which includes the leveling off the ground in the designated area assigned for burial. Subsequently, these stones are poured 
in a manner that commences from the head of the deceased and extends towards their feet. Although typically performed by the 

Fig. 2. a) White pebble collected for Batu Qulhu ritual in Mandailing, where each bucket contains 70 to 100 stones; and b) the congregation of the 
Mandailing Muslim community during this obituary ceremony. (Photography by Sahrul on July 22, 2022). 

Sahrul et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                            



Heliyon 10 (2024) e33363

9

bereaved family, this task can also be undertaken by others, such as neighbors or relatives. During the placement of the stones on the 
grave, it is customary to recite the phrase “Bismillahi milata ‘ala Rasulullah,” which translates to “In the name of Allah and in the religion 
of the Prophet Muhammad pbuh.” The recitation performed during this act is identical to the prayer recitation conducted during the 
interment of the deceased’s body. It is noteworthy that the selection of this specific recitation lacks a distinct foundational basis but 
rather originates from established tradition. 

Presently, Batu Qulhu dhikr has undergone significant transformations over time, likely influenced by environmental factors, 
evolving understandings within the community, and technological advance, as well as societal changes. Presently, the implementation 
of the ritual varies across different areas of Madina. Traditionally, some individuals engage in the Batu Qulhu practice following the 
Maghrib prayer (after sunset) or around 6.30 p.m.–7.00 p.m. local time and typically after the Isya prayer (7.30 p.m.–8.00 p.m.), 
collectively performed at the mosque during evening as mentioned by P8 (55). Among adult women, it takes place in the evening 
preceding Maghrib, while among the male youth (naposo bulung) and female youth (nauli bulung), it occurs in the afternoon (after Asr or 

Table 2 
Construction of each Imam and their task in Batu Qulhu procession.  

Imam Local term Assignment Quran recitation 

First Imam Imam pembaca 
silsilah  

− Reciting istighfara three times;  
− Reciting wasilah to nabi (propeth Muhammad pbuh), his appostles, ulama and parents of the 

deceased person, all Muslim and the congregation  

− QS 1: 1-6 

Second 
Imam 

Imam pembaca 
takhtim  

− Reciting takhtim (known as “reading for the reward of the deceased” or “reciting for the benefit of 
the deceased)  

− QS 112: 1-3  
− QS 113: 1-5  
− QS 114: 1-5  
− QS 1: 1-7  
− QS 2: 1–5; 255; 

284-286  
− QS 33: 56 

Third 
Imam 

Imam pembaca 
tahlil  

− Reciting tahlil (compilation of dhikr) including:  
• Istighfar;  
• Reciting ‘afdhalu dzikri’ followed by First syahadat tauhidb. The congregation then answer by 

‘hayyun baqi’;  
• Reciting second syahadat tauhid. Then answered by the congregation with ‘hayyun maujud’;  
• Reciting the third syahadat tauhid. And answered by all attendance by ‘hayyum maqsud’.  
− Finally, reciting syahadat tauhid together with the congregation 100 times. Here the congregation 

gradually loud their praise and at same time shaking the head  
Fourth 

Imam 
Imam pembaca Al 
Baqarah  

− Reciting some verses from the Quran that contains concept and advise about calamities  − QS 2: 152-156  
− QS 67: 1-2 

Fifth Imam Imam pembaca doa  − Reciting closing prayer, with the following structure:  
• Basmallahc;  
• Praise to the Creator and His messenger (Muhammad pbuh);  
• Prayers for all Moslem (men and women);  
• Prayers for the deceased person and the family;  
• Prayers for attendance in the congregation;   

a The act of attempting forgiveness from the Almighty God, commonly by saying ‘astaġfirullāhu. 
b The syahadat tauhid contains declaration of belief in the oneness of God Almighty. 
c Basmallah is phrase mention to the God before beginning any action or speech. It spells ‘Bismillahi rāhmani rāhiim’. It means: in the name of Allah, 

The Most Gracious and The Most Merciful. 
Source: compiled based on interview with P1 (65) 

Fig. 3. Batu Qulhu remembrance by adult male where a) the organizer has collected and kept the stones back into the plastic sack for fourth day of 
casting procession; and b) where Batu Qulhu is finally poured on the grave of deceased person. (photographs of the ritual [a] held at P4 residence on 
July 22, 2022; and [b] white stone teeming in the day 4) (taken by Sahrul). 
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around 3.00 p.m.) as mentioned by P6 (45). Adult male worshipers partake in this practice during the evening after the Isya prayer on 
the first, second, and third days following a person’s demise. As mentioned earlier, the Batu Qulhu employed in this remembrance ritual 
is a stone recognized by the bereaved family, retrieved from the river. To ensure cleanliness, the stones are consistently washed and 
kept in a plastic sack or a large container. Nevertheless, owing to the evolving perspectives of individuals and the limited availability of 
such rocks in riverbeds, these stones are now obtainable from multiple outlets across the Madina region, as noted by P5 (50): 

“Batu Qulhu are taken from the river by the family, if they are dirty, they are cleaned. Now, Batu Qulhu are easy to get and are sold in 
flower shops and building material store”). 

4.3. Aspect of norms of Batu Qulhu ritual 

The Batu Qulhu remembrance practice, introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein, holds significant cultural value in the Mandailing 
community of Madina. This ritual utilizes white pebbles from nearby rivers for dhikr worship and to alleviate the suffering of the 
deceased in the grave. It has been preserved and perpetuated by Syeikh Mustafa Husein’s students and alumni, who have established 
recitation congregations in the region. As the oldest pesantren in North Sumatra, the influence of Batu Qulhu remembrance extends 
widely beyond Madina, with its students and graduates playing a significant role in its development and expansion. Equivalent cultural 
customs, such as the tahlilan tradition observed within the NU community in Sumatra, are also prevalent in Java under the same name. 
In Java, the Muslim community holds tahlilan remembrances on many occasions, a tradition historically introduced by the Wali Songo 
(The Nine Saints of Islam) [12]. 

Strict protocols surround the observance of Batu Qulhu remembrance. Prior permission from village and religious leaders, referred 
to as Tuan Guru, is required. The officiating Imam must possess proficiency in Arabic-Malay language. These protocols ensure the 
solemnity and authenticity of the ritual, aligning with the importance placed on established rituals and cultural heritage. The tahlilan 
tradition within the NU community also follows specific rituals, emphasizing the shared values of upholding traditions and seeking 
solace in times of mourning. As previously mentioned, obtaining permission from both village and religious leaders is necessary, as 
indicated by P2 (52): 

‘mangido izin Parjolo tu Tuan Guru’ (English: Ask permission from Tuan Guru first). Commonly answered by the teacher with ‘olo’ 
silahken acara dilanjut (English: Okay, please continue the ritual), ‘marimom mau au’ (English: I will follow). 

Batu Qulhu remembrance serves as a form of communal support, uniting family members, relatives, neighbors, and friends in times 
of sorrow. This fosters a sense of unity and solidarity within the Mandailing community, reflecting the value placed on collective 
resilience. Similar communal support can be found in other practices, such as the collective remembrance gatherings associated with 
the tahlilan tradition, reinforcing the cultural value of community bonds and support networks. The significance of Batu Qulhu re-
membrance extends beyond its cultural and spiritual aspects. It represents a cherished cultural heritage embraced by the Muslim 
society in Madina, highlighting the cultural values of spirituality, tradition, and the preservation of identity. This ritual also plays 
crucial role in fostering social cohesion through different ways, including community participation, shared religious practices, as well 
transmission of values and traditions. This study also highlights solidarity aspect as other form of social cohesion in the societal level 
[20]. While specific to the Mandailing community, similar practices can be observed in other regions in Indonesia, especially in the 
traditional Islam community [4,72]. They are still fulfilling the shared human need to honor the deceased, find solace in collective 
rituals, and preserve cultural traditions as integral elements of identity and social cohesion. For a comprehensive overview of the norm 
aspects in the tradition of Batu Qulhu in the Mandailing community, please refer to Table 3. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Batu Qulhu remembrance ritual stands as a significant cultural and religious practice within the Mandailing 
community’s funeral ceremonies. This tradition, which involves using stones for dhikr worship, holds deep historical and spiritual 

Table 3 
Identified aspect of norms in the practice of Batu Qulhu Remembrance.  

Aspect of norm Description 

Preservation of 
traditions 

The culture emphasizes the preservation and perpetuation of rituals and practices, such as the Batu Qulhu remembrance, which was 
introduced by Syeikh Mustafa Husein and continued by his students and alumni. The students and graduates of Musthafawiyah Islamic 
boarding school play a significant role in preserving and expanding this practice. 

Community support The culture values community support during times of grief and mourning. The tradition of using Batu Qulhu serves as a means of support 
from family, relatives, neighbors, and friends, helping to alleviate sorrow and foster resilience. 

Spiritual gatherings Collective prayer sessions and remembrance gatherings are highly valued in the culture. The use of the stones during these gatherings 
creates a conducive environment for spiritual practices and collective remembrance. 

Respect for the 
deceased 

The culture emphasizes respect and care for the deceased. The ritual of collecting white pebbles, predominantly marble, from nearby 
rivers to be used in Batu Qulhu remembrance shows reverence for the departed. 

Connection to nature The culture maintains a connection with nature, as the stones used in Batu Qulhu rituals are collected from rivers. The easy availability of 
these stones in the past and their resilience in varying weather conditions highlight the importance of nature in the culture. 

Alleviation of suffering The recitation of Batu Qulhu rituals is believed to alleviate the suffering endured by the deceased in the grave. This demonstrates a value 
of compassion and empathy within the culture.  
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roots. While its origins can be traced back to Syeikh Mustafa Husein, who introduced the ritual, variations in accounts highlight the 
complex nature of its origin. Over time, the procession of Batu Qulhu has undergone modifications to streamline its organization, 
exemplifying the adaptive nature of cultural practices while maintaining their essence. Although Batu Qulhu remembrance is specific to 
the Mandailing community, similar commemorative practices can be found in other regions. These rituals reflect the universal human 
need to honor and remember the deceased, seeking solace through collective ceremonies, and preserving cultural traditions as integral 
components of identity and social cohesion. Batu Qulhu ritual serves as a testament to the rich cultural and religious heritage of the 
Mandailing community in North Sumatra, encapsulating collective mourning, spiritual devotion, and the preservation of cultural 
identity. By adhering to these rituals, individuals reaffirm their cultural identity and strengthen their sense of belonging within the 
community. Shared cultural practices during funeral ceremonies serve as markers of group identity, fostering a sense of solidarity 
among participants. As funeral ceremonies continue to play a pivotal role in communities worldwide, understanding and appreciating 
the significance of these rituals contributes to our broader knowledge of human beliefs, traditions, and the ways in which we 
commemorate and honor the departed. The employed methods in this study allows for an in-depth exploration of the cultural, social, 
and emotional dimensions surrounding funeral practices within specific communities. This approach provides nuanced insights into 
the significance, symbolism, and evolving meanings attributed to funeral rituals, thereby enriching scholarly discourse and bridging 
gaps in understanding of this complex phenomenon. 

While this study presents a preliminary investigation into the Batu Qulhu ritual, it acknowledges certain limitations. The absence of 
historical documentation detailing the ritual within the Mandailing community necessitates a proposed historical approach through 
extensive literature review, drawing upon the writings of earlier ulama. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that the limited 
number of informants and the specific observed processions may not fully capture the diverse procedural variations of the Batu Qulhu 
ritual across the entire Madina region. Recognizing the modifications made by different communities based on the guidance of their 
Imams or practical considerations further adds to the complexity of the ritual. Given these findings, the study recommends the cultural 
preservation and educational promotion of the Batu Qulhu ritual for the benefit of future generations. The creation of appropriate 
documentation, such as books and videos, accessible through various platforms including social media, can contribute to the wider 
dissemination of knowledge and understanding of the ritual. These efforts support the cultural preservation of the Batu Qulhu tradition 
and foster greater appreciation among the Mandailing community and beyond. 

Funding statement 

The authors would like to acknowledge that this research is financially supported by Interdisciplinary Fundamental Research 
Scheme BOPTN Universitas Islam Negeri Sumatra Utara (UINSU), with Contract No. 328 financial year of 2022, ID registration: 
221160000057935. 

Data availability statement 

Data included in article/supplementary material/referenced in article. 

Ethics statement 

This study was ethically reviewed and approved by Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian Masyarakat (LPPM) at the University of 
North Sumatera (UINSU) under approval number 0616615683. All participants, including those photographed, provided informed 
consent to participate in the study. 

CRediT authorship contribution statement 

Sahrul: Writing – original draft, Project administration, Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Conceptualization. 
Anang Widhi Nirwansyah: Writing – review & editing, Visualization, Software, Formal analysis. Seyithan Demirdag: Writing – 
review & editing, Validation, Resources. Afrahul Fadhila Daulai: Writing – review & editing, Project administration, Methodology, 
Investigation, Data curation. 

Declaration of competing interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to 
influence the work reported in this paper. 

Appendix A. Supplementary data 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e33363. 

Sahrul et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                            

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e33363


Heliyon 10 (2024) e33363

12

References 

[1] A.F.C. Holl (Ed.), Praxis, Folks’ Beliefs, and Rituals: Explorations in the Anthropology of Religion, Xiamen Ant, Book Publisher International (a part of 
SCIENCEDOMAIN International), Xiamen, 2022, https://doi.org/10.9734/bpi/mono/978-93-5547-925-9. 

[2] C.D.A. Collier, Tradition, Modernity, and Postmodernity in symbolism of death, Socio. Q. 44 (2003) 727–749. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4120730. 
[3] Muallimin, Tradisi Pembacaan Surah al-Ikhlas dalam Ritual Kematian (Kajian Living Qur’an di Kelurahan Muara Kulam, Muwis Rawa Utara Sumatera Selatan, 

Skripsi Univ. Islam Thaha Saifuddin (2021). 
[4] M. Gafar, Azan in funeral: a local Islamic tradition in Indonesia, Int. J. Multidiscip. Thought. 05 (2016) 227–237. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm? 

abstract_id=2722982. 
[5] A. Rosadi, Deprived Muslims and Salafism: an ethnographic study of the Salafi movement in Pekanbaru, Indonesia, Religions 13 (2022) 911, https://doi.org/ 

10.3390/rel13100911. 
[6] J.R. Bowen, Death and the History of Islam in Highland Aceh 38 (1984) 21–38. Indonesia, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3350843. 
[7] A. Baan, M.D. Girik Allo, A.A. Patak, The cultural attitudes of a funeral ritual discourse in the indigenous Torajan, Indonesia, Heliyon 8 (2022) e08925, https:// 

doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e08925. 
[8] A. Munandar, Death-related expressions in Javanese angkating layon speech and English eulogy, Indones. J. Appl. Linguist. 8 (2019) 515–524, https://doi.org/ 

10.17509/ijal.v8i3.15250. 
[9] M.R. Woodward, The “Slametan”: Textual knowledge and ritual performance in Central Javanese Islam, Hist. Relig. 28 (1988) 54–89, https://doi.org/10.1086/ 

463136. 
[10] R.A.N. Priatini, Regulation for the tradition of ngaben through Crematorium according to Balinese Society’s customary Law and local Wisdom, 2nd Int. Conf. 

Bus. Law Local Wisdom Tour. (ICBLT 2021) 605 (2021) 422–426. 
[11] Proceeding book, in: I.K. Ardhana, I.P. Sarjana, I.B.S. Gunawan (Eds.), Relig. Beliefs Mod. World Harmon. Confl. Asia Eur., UNHI Press, Denpasar, 2019. http:// 

repo.unhi.ac.id/jspui/bitstream/123456789/217/1/3rdICIIS_30August2019.pdf. 
[12] A. Warisno, Z.A. Tabrani, The local Wisdom and purpose of tahlilan tradition, Adv. Sci. Lett. 24 (2018) 7082–7086, https://doi.org/10.1166/asl.2018.12413. 
[13] T. Anggraini, E. Fitriani, E. Amri, Makna Simbol Upacara Kematian: Suntiang Bungo Sanggua dan Saluak, J. Socius J. Sociol. Res. Educ. 7 (2020) 45, https://doi. 

org/10.24036/scs.v7i1.179. 
[14] F. Nurdin, K. Fazal, Fungsi dan Makna Tradisi reuhab pada Masyarakat Gampong Kuta Aceh, J. Sosiol. USK (Media Pemikir. 16 (2022) 229–240, https://doi. 

org/10.24815/jsu.v16i2.27275. Apl. 
[15] C.L. Smith, A Literature Review of the Development, Purposes, and Religious Variations of the Funeral Ritual, Southeastern University, 2017. http:// 

firescholars.seu.edu/honors/61. 
[16] H. Whitehouse, J.A. Lanman, The ties that bind us: ritual, fusion, and identification, Curr. Anthropol. 55 (2014) 674–695, https://doi.org/10.1086/678698. 
[17] P. Hagjer, Dimasa rituals of death and mourning in contemporary Assam, Religions 13 (2022), https://doi.org/10.3390/rel13010082. 
[18] F.R.C. Adeney-Risakotta, Politics, Ritual and Identity in Indonesia: A Moluccan History of Religion and Social Conflict, Radboud University, 2005. 
[19] D. Schiefer, J. van der Noll, The essentials of social cohesion: a literature review, Soc. Indic. Res. 132 (2017) 579–603, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-016- 

1314-5. 
[20] N. Holtug, Social cohesion and identity, in: Polit. Soc. Cohes. Immigration, Community, Justice, Oxford University Press, Oxford, UK, 2021, pp. 45–79, https:// 

doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198797043.003.0003. 
[21] K. Hulse, W. Stone, Social cohesion, social capital and social exclusion: a cross cultural comparison, Policy Stud. 28 (2007) 109–128, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 

01442870701309049. 
[22] G. Alexandri, D. Balampanidis, N. Souliotis, T. Maloutas, G. Kandylis, Dealing with Urban diversity: the case of Athens, Divercities city books, 1–168, https:// 

www.urbandivercities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Divercities-City-Book-Athens.pdf%0Apapers3://publication/uuid/B91FD4AE-FD27-4EF3-B586- 
465173EB68AE, 2017. 

[23] B. Abubakar, I. Ikhwan, S. Sugiarso, Strengthening of social cohesion in the practice of Liké Geleng among the Aneuk Jamè ethnic group in Aceh, JSW (Jurnal 
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