ON THE NEUROSCIENCE OF SPINNING:
WHIRLING DERVISHES AND MODERN VESTIBULAR TRAINING

By Verena Vomastic, PhD

Background

In the heart of Turkey, a centuries-old mystical tradition continues to captivate and inspire.
The Whirling Dervishes, known for their mesmerizing spinning ritual, represent a profound
spiritual practice rooted in Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam. This unique form of
worship, known as the Sema ceremony, transcends mere performance—it is a deeply
symbolic and meditative journey toward divine unity.

Historical Roots: The Legacy of Rumi

The origins of the Whirling Dervishes trace back to the 13™ century and the teachings of Jalal
al-Din Rumi, a Persian poet and Sufi mystic. Rumi’s profound spiritual insights and poetry
laid the foundation for the Mevlevi Order, named after his title, Mevlana (meaning “our
master”). Rumi’s son, Sultan Walad, formalized the rituals and established the Mevlevi
Order after his father’s passing.

Rumi believed in the transformative power of love and unity with the divine. One day, he was
reportedly inspired by the rhythmic hammering of goldsmiths, which led him to
spontaneously begin turning in an ecstatic state. This moment is considered the spiritual
genesis of the whirling ritual, later institutionalized within the Mevlevi Sufi tradition.
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The Sema Ceremony: A Sacred Dance of the Soul

The Whirling Dervishes’ dance (Sema) is not merely a performance—it’s an act of devotion.
Itis conducted in a ceremonial setting where participants, dressed in traditional white robes
and tall felt hats, enter a meditative state through continuous spinning.

The ceremony follows a structured format:

The Prelude: The ceremony begins with a recitation of poetry and prayers, paying
homage to the Prophet Muhammad and honoring Rumi.

Taksim: A haunting flute melody, played on a reed flute, represents the soul’s
yearning for divine reunion.

The Whirling Begins: The dervishes shed their black cloaks (symbolizing the ego’s
burial) and step into the whirling motion, arms extended—one palm facing upward to
receive divine grace, the other facing downward to transmit it to the world.

Spiritual Ascent: As they spin counterclockwise in harmonious motion, the
dervishes seek to detach from earthly concerns and reach a state of spiritual ecstasy,
symbolizing the soul’s journey toward enlightenment.

Completion and Return to Earthly Existence: The ceremony concludes with
prayers, symbolizing a return from the spiritual realm to everyday life, now imbued
with divine wisdom and love.

Spiritual and Mystical Significance

The Whirling Dervishes’ spinning movement represents the cosmic dance of the universe,
mirroring celestial orbits and the rotation of planets. Each element of the ceremony holds
deep symbolism:

The white robes signify purity and the shroud of the ego.

The tall felt hats represent the tombstone of the self, symbolizing the dervish’s
spiritual rebirth.

The continuous spinning reflects the concept of unity with the Divine and the
interconnectedness of all existence.

For the dervishes, this practice is a method of self-purification and divine connection. Their
whirling is a meditation in motion, allowing them to dissolve the self and become vessels for
divine energy.
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The Science of Spinning: A Modern Perspective

While the Whirling Dervishes have long understood the spiritual and meditative benefits of
spinning, modern science has been exploring its physiological and neurological effects.
Vestibular training, such as that provided by Vestibular Training Services, leverages

controlled spinning to enhance balance, spatial awareness, and brain function.

Scientific studies indicate that vestibular stimulation can positively impact cognitive
function, athletic performance, and even emotional regulation. Spinning increases blood
flow to the brain, stimulates the cerebellum, and enhances neuroplasticity—an effect
similar to the meditative trance achieved by the dervishes. Structured spinning exercises
have been found to activate the vestibular system, improving equilibrium and neurological
adaptability. The controlled spinning technology offered by Vestibular Training Services
mirrors some of the benefits sought by the Whirling Dervishes—namely, a heightened
connection between mind, body, and environment.

Reflection: Finding Balance in Motion

The Whirling Dervishes of Turkey embody a unique fusion
of movement, music, and meditation that transcends
time and borders. More than a spectacle, their practice
is an invitation to seek inner peace and harmony,
. surrender to divine love, and embrace the
interconnected rhythm of the universe. Interestingly,
modern vestibular training techniques align with this
age-old tradition, proving that spinning remains a
powerful tool for enhancing physical, mental, and
spiritual well-being.

Growing scientific research reinforces what the
dervishes have known for centuries—spinning enhances
brain function, improves coordination, and even has
therapeutic effects in managing stress and anxiety.
Whether observed in a historic setting, practiced as a
meditative journey, or explored through cutting-edge
vestibular science and technologies, the dance of the
dervishes continues to inspire seekers of balance, whole
health, and longevity.

Vestibular Training Services
with Caydrick Bloomquist
in Colorado Springs, CO

Perhaps the lesson of the Whirling Dervishes extends beyond the spiritual and scientific. In
a world that constantly moves, do we embrace the spin, find our center, and remain
grounded in motion?
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