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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of Pesantren Gontor, a modern Islamic boarding school that has 

contributed significantly to the creation of a network of prominent santri in Indonesia. 

It is based on fieldwork conducted during the period of 2002–2004 and 2006 at 

Pesantren Gontor itself, at various branches of this pesantren located in Java and 

Pesantren Al-Amien in Madura. These pesantren, together with historical material on 

Gontor and other pesantren, provide the basis for an examination of the important role 

Pesantren Gontor has played in its educational reform and its contribution to the 

nation of Indonesia.  

Pesantren Gontor is one of the most remarkable pesantren in Indonesia. It has now 

developed 14 campuses for male and female students and its alumni have established 

more than 211 other separate pesantren in Indonesia that derive their inspiration from 

Gontor. Since its establishment in 1926 Gontor has produced more than 22,000 

alumni, who hold a wide variety of different positions including government officials, 

academics, politicians, religious and community leaders, and successful businessmen. 

This study examines Pesantren Gontor’s history and the Islamic educational context 

in which it has developed. The study also examines the main characteristics of the 

pesantren and its distinctive organisational structure which this thesis has designated 

as the ‘Gontor Model’. It focuses, in details, on the innovation and reform that 

Pesantren Gontor has undertaken in its educational system, including its curriculum 

and especially in the period of the Second Generation known as Era Pasca Trimurti 

(The Era After the Three Founders).  

Unlike many (traditional) pesantren that declined after the passing of their founders, 

Pesantren Gontor has continued to progress and develop and has seen a steady 

expansion of its campuses. Gontor's alumni, who are scattered all over the country 

and in many parts of the world, have formed a unique network of prominent santri 

with strong connections between them. The study concludes with an illustrative 

examination of the careers of some of Pesantren Gontor’s most prominent graduates.  
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this pesantren (Gontor), the Kyai not only teaches the classical 

literature on Islam, but also the literary treasures written by reformers. 

This pesantren is open to modern thought that comes from anywhere 

and as an educational institution, which maintains some of the 

pesantren traditions, Gontor also adopts (a system) of education from 

overseas. Therefore this pesantren has its characteristics as Modern 

Pesantren Darussalam Gontor successfully maintaining the positive old 

pesantren tradition and adopting new innovations along the 

development and progress of time. 

 
(President Dr Susilo B. Yudoyono at the Gontor’s 80th Anniversary, 28 May 2006).   

 

Introduction 

The research in this thesis is an examination of Pesantren Gontor, its pioneering role 

in Islamic educational reform for pesantren and its contribution to the creation of a a 

network of prominent santri in Indonesia. This thesis is based on fieldwork conducted 

on different occasions during the years 2001–2004 and in 2006 in Pesantren Gontor 

and its branches in Magelang and Kediri and in pesantren Al-Amien in Prenduan, 

Sumenep, Madura and Darul Qalam in Gintung, Banten, both established by the 

Gontor alumni. These pesantren in conjunction with an array of historical materials 

have provided the basis for an examination of the important role that Pesantren 

Gontor has played in Indonesian society. 

 

The study covers a period of roughly 20 years from the death of Kyai Imam Zarkasyi, 

the last founding member of Pesantren Gontor. Thus this thesis is principally focused 

on the period from 1983 until the end of 2008. This period is known as Era Pasca 

Trimurti (The Era after that of the Three Founders). Pesantren Gontor continued to 

progress and develop, attracting further funding for its efforts, even after the death of 

its founding fathers. Thus during this period, Pesantren Gontor’s development 

increased substantially.  
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1.  Socio-religious variants of Islam in Indonesia  

To appreciate the important role and distinguished position of Pesantren Gontor in 

social and religious landscape of Indonesia, it is essential to understand the role of 

pesantren in the development of Islam in Indonesia. To provide a context for this 

understanding, it is necessary to examine briefly, in the Introduction of this thesis, the 

socio-religious variants of Islam in Indonesia.  

  

1.1. Traditionalist and Modernist   

Islam in Java is diverse in its expression, and highly variable in terms of depth of 

commitment to the religion. Among the practicing Muslims (santri as the opposed to 

abangan: nominal Muslims), there are traditionalists or conservatives represented by 

Nahdatul Ulama (NU), and the modernists or reformists represented by 

Muhammadiyah. In this chapter the emphasis is on traditionalist groups with 

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) as their basic organisation. These groups tend to be based in 

rural areas and are the support structure for the pesantren.    

 

Although traditionalist in its nature, in its recent development, NU has diverted from 

its traditional approach in favour of adopting aspects of modernity. This is especially 

so among Indonesian youth. Greg Barton and Greg Fealy have conducted research on 

the degree of modernisation NU has undergone over the past 20 years. Their book, 

Nahdlatul Ulama, Traditional Islam and Modernity in Indonesia, is the first 

comprehensive work on NU written in English. In the Foreword of the book, the then 

Chairman of NU Abdurrahman Wahid (1996: xv) wrote: 

 
NU's role in contemporary Indonesia has been to bring about changes in the 
attitudes and world-views of a very large number of Muslims, especially in 
adapting to the challenges of modernisation. This role is sometimes 
misunderstood by observers, leading them to see NU as an intermediary 
between a modernising state and traditional society.  

 

Nahdlatul Ulama (NU, the Awakening of the Ulama) is an organisation of Muslim 

scholars (Ulama).  It was founded on 31 January 1926 with the goal of maintaining 

and developing the ideology of Ahlussunnah-wal-Jamaah   K9ا Lـــ أه�O9وا Pــ�P��  Islamic 
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teachings, and following one of the four madzhab (Shafi’ie) in Islam.1 As Fealy 

(1996: 25) states, since its establishment, NU has shown itself to be a social 

movement based on religious values such as sincerity, attachment, devotion, intimacy 

and trust. These characteristics of the movement are reflected in the commitment of 

NU leaders in managing community activities without material gain. NU has 

developed an organisation with a leadership hierarchy extending from the capital to 

provinces and the villages. 

 

The socio-cultural base of NU is centred in rural society where its 35 million or more 

members are concentrated in Islamic boarding schools where its birth was pioneered 

by Muslim Scholars (Kyai), or among Pondok Pesantren leaders and in religious 

gatherings (tahlil and khaul). In the rural community where pesantren have been 

established, the influence of the Kyai and the NU movement has had a marked effect 

on the structural system (Website NU 2007). The Kyai are consulted concerning all 

aspects of life. They are the “learned men” who mould the values of the rural 

community and lead the traditional pesantren. 

 

Studies on NU throughout the past two decades (Nakamura 1981, Barton and Fealy 

1996, van Bruinessen 1996, Fealy 2003) suggest that significant changes have taken 

place in the outlook of what is commonly believed to be a traditional Islamic 

organisation. This adoption of a modernising process is especially notable among its 

younger generation. The increasing number of youth who have graduated from 

universities following a basic education in pesantren or madrasah is a recent 

phenomenon in NU development. Fajrul Falah, one of the chairmen of Partai 

Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB), Zamachsyari Dhofier, a graduate of Australian National 

University (ANU) Canberra and Ulil Absar Abdallah, the Chairman of Jaringan Islam 

Liberal/JIL (The Network of Islamic Liberals), are representative of this generation. 

The most recent Secretary General of NU Endang Turmudi is a graduate of the ANU.   

 

NU formally declared itself to be a non-political organisation and remained a 

jam’iyah diniyah (Islamic association), dedicated to establishing moral and spiritual 

                                                 
1 The other three madzhab are Hanafi, Maliki and Hanbali. The Shafi’ie madzhab have a majority of 
followers in South East Asia, the Hanafi in sub continental countries, whereas Maliki and Hanbali are 
followed by Muslims in Middle Eastern and North African countries. 
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values. However,  in its attempts to achieve that goal, critics have claimed, NU has 

evolved into a form of NGO (Non-Government-Organisation) interested only in 

increasing the social and economic welfare of the community and abandoning a quest 

for spirituality (Abdul Mun’im 2007: 1). It is argued that with the emphasis on social 

welfare, the moral mission of NU has been neglected and recruitment of leaders has 

also altered. Islamic scholarship which had been the basic qualification for leadership 

has been overridden by non-religious elements. While it is not necessary for all office 

bearers to be ulama, a spirit of sacrifice and dedication is required to undertake amal 

saleh with sincerity (Ibid: 2). 

 

Despite these new developments, NU remains traditional in its teachings and orthodox 

in its religious practices. The slametan, tahlilan (recitation of the words of the creed 

laa ilaaha illa'llah), taqlid (imitation or relying on standard works of fiqh in religious 

practices), adherence to a mazhab and the traditional pesantren as its foundation 

remain characteristic of NU. The dominant role of the Kyai is also a key element and 

source of strength in the continuing existence of NU.  

 

Throughout the past decade two diverging movements within NU can be 

distinguished: the older generation with a conservative attitude and the younger 

educated generation with a modern attitude and liberal ways of thinking. A new group 

has been formed by young liberals from NU known as Jaringan Islam Liberal /JIL 

(The Liberal Islamic Network), led by Ulil Abshar Abdallah. This will be elaborated 

further in a special section of this chapter 

 
1.2. Nahdlatul Ulama (N.U.) and Muhammadiyah 

 A discussion of the characteristics of the two predominant groups Nahdlatul Ulama 

and Muhammadiyah serves to clarify of the socio-religious variants of Islam in 

Indonesia. The differences between modernist and traditionalist should not be seen as 

if it were based on a strict dichotomy. Differences between the two are quite often 

related to historical perspective rather than substance, and are not synonymous with 

the difference between sects in a religion. The religious doctrines of both groups are 

derived from identical religious principles. Both are Sunni and from the ahlussunnah 

wal Jama’ah  P���O9وا P�K9ا Lأه although differences may be found in their method of 



 5 

approach to Islam as a doctrine and the ways in which they implement this doctrine 

and teaching in daily life.   

 

Historically the birth of Muhamadiyah has been understood as a continuation of the 

reform movement and the expansion of a puritan Islam in the Middle East in the early 

twentieth century. The Indonesian leaders and scholars who undertook study in the 

Middle East including Ahmad Dahlan, the founder of Muhammadiyah, were 

influenced by the ideas of such reform leaders as Muhammad Abduh, Jamaluddin Al-

Afghani and Rashid Ridha. It is relevant here to quote what James Fox (2004: 3) has 

written on the influence of the Middle Eastern modernists where he notes the 

following: 2  

 

Increasingly, however, Cairo with its great teaching center, al-Azhar, 
offered an alternative to Mecca as a source of reforming ideas. A new 
generation of Indonesians were attracted to Cairo and became deeply 
influenced by the ideas of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1839-97) 
interpreted initially by Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905) and later by 
his successor, Rashid Ridha (1865-1935). In particular, ‘Abduh’s ideas 
on educational reform and technical advancement for Muslims were 
crucial to the founding of Muhammadiyah in 1912 which, to this day, 
continues as a major institution for the Islamic community of 
Indonesia.   
   

In their evaluation on the condition of Muslims, the modernists reached the 

conclusion that Muslims around the globe were failing to advance. Politically they 

were dominated by colonial rule and ideologically were trapped in stagnation. They 

believed that the cause of this lay in the hands of Muslims themselves. The Muslim 

way of thinking had resulted in mistaken actions or deeds. In terms of thought they 

were seen to be trapped in two respects: first they adhered to the idea that the 

interpretation of the teachings of Islam was final. This included belief in the departure 

of the golden era of the companions of the prophet and the righteous scholars (Ar. 

stuvtا wxytا al-salaf al-salih). It was believed that the Prophet’s companions and the 

righteous scholars had provided a comprehensive and valid jurisprudence for all 

times. Therefore there was no need to employ ijtihad (دuz{|ا Ar, reasoning) in response 

                                                 
2 For further discussion on this subject please consult J. Donohue & L. Esposito, 1982 edited book 
Islam in Transition: Muslim Perspectives, pp. 16, 22, 30. 
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to the challenges of modern times. Their doctrine was expressed in the saying, “the 

door of ijtihad had already been shut”.  

 

Secondly, a fundamental division in theological exegesis also existed in regard to 

predestination. One in theological perspective held that mankind was created by God 

as a pure object without free will, and only capable of acting in accordance with 

God’s decisions.  According to this view, known as jabariyah ( }~��| literally meaning 

full of enforcement), men are obliged to exert themselves but the final outcome of 

these efforts is in the hand of God.  

 

 The modernists believed that these two doctrines had reduced Muslims’ drive to be 

creative and productive. They suggested that Muslims should realign themselves in 

relation to the teachings of Islam, especially on ijtihad and an understanding of 

mankind’s destiny as predetermined. Islamic doctrine needed to be reinterpreted to 

suit modern conditions and be comprehensible to the people. They believe Islam is a 

religion that addresses man’s mind and encourages reasoning and thinking. Therefore 

they insist that the door of ijtihad (reasoning to decide a religious injunction) should 

remain open and that Muslims should transfer their belief in aqidah into qadariyah, a 

theological approach in which people possess free will, as opposed to jabariyah in 

which people rely completely on the will and decree of God.  

 

The modernists are also concerned that in respect to religious rituals and practices, 

Muslims still refer to the works of certain madzhab (different schools of legal 

interpretation). They are concerned this may lead to fanaticism and divisiveness. 

Therefore they have promoted a slogan “return to Al-Qur’an and al-Sunnah (the 

tradition of Prophet Muhammad)”, with the aim of guarding the teachings of Islam 

from newly invented elements not practiced during the lifetime of Prophet 

Muhammad.  

 

Liddle (1996:11) has described the characteristics of the modernist as follows: 

Islamic modernism or reformism in Indonesia meant a preference for 
ijtihad, individual interpretation of the Qur'an, over adherence to the 
Syafi'i or any other mazhab. It also meant hostility to Javanism of both the 
abangan and the traditionalist santri forms. Sociologically, modernists 
tended to be urban, middle class, and educated in Western-style instead of 



 7 

Qur'anic schools. They wanted to be both religious and modern, in the 
Western sense of rational and scientifically minded, and sought to free 
Islam from what they believed to be medieval and superstitious beliefs 
and practices. Muhammadiyah, founded in 1912, was the pre-eminent 
organization of modernist Indonesian Muslims. 

 

When Muhammadiyah launched these reforms, the first group to feel disturbed by 

their implications was the Kyai who ran the pesantren. The Kyai were worried that 

reforms would create instability within the Ummat. They argued that Islam was 

accepted by the people because it accepted and accommodated the local culture and 

customs which were a mixture of Indigenous, Hindus-Buddhist and other local 

beliefs. The enthusiasm of the modernists and the resistance of the traditionalists 

reached a climax with the establishment of Nahdlatul Ulama (the Awakening of the 

Ulama) in 1926. The general perception was that the establishment NU was a reaction 

to the movement of the modernists pioneered by Muhammadiyah and established in 

1912.   

 
1.3. The NU’s Islamic Tradition and Pesantren 

 
Van Bruinessen (1996: 163) argues that the concept of “tradition” is crucial to define 

and understand what Nahdlatul Ulama represents. To the NU, tradition is the essence 

of its self-perception and self-definition. Yet there is no single Indonesian (or 

Javanese) term covering the entire semantic range of this self-conscious 

traditionalism. Instead, foreign loanwords tradisi and traditional are used. Thus one 

may speak of Islam traditional; or as Dhofier (1982) uses, in his study on the role of 

the Kyai: Tradisi Pesantren.3 

 

Since it was established on 31 January 1926 as a jami’iyah diniyah Islamiyah, or 

“Islamic religious association”, the NU and its fundamental character has not 

changed. However, with respect to its relationship with government and politics, the 

history of the NU can be divided into five periods as follows (Nakamura ibid: 69): (a) 

1926-1942, when the NU maintained a strict non-political and non-cooperative stance 

vis-à-vis the Dutch colonial government; (b) 1942-1945, when it was forced to 

cooperate with the authorities of the Japanese occupation; (c) 1945-1952, when it 

                                                 
3 Zamakhsyari Dhofier, Tradisi Pesantren: Studi tentang Pandangan Hidup Kyai (Jakarta: LP3ES, 
1982). This is a translation of the author’s 1980 ANU thesis, The Pesantren Tradition. 
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participated in the newly established Republican government through the Masyumi 

party, in which it held the status of a special member; (d) 1952-1973, when it 

participated in government and politics directly and independently in its own name, 

i.e., the NU as a political party;  (e) 1973-1996 (at the time the article was written), 

when it relinquished its political activities to the newly formed Development Unity 

Party, or Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (PPP), and refigured its fundamental 

character as a jam’iyah diniyah, a religious association. Since Nakamura wrote his 

article in 1996 until now, the NU has entered a new chapter in its history. From 1999-

present the NU formally adopted the establishment of the Nation Awakening Party, or 

Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB) as a vehicle for political representations while 

retaining its 1926 strategy (khittah) as a jami’iyah diniyah.   

 

Religiously, the NU’s traditionalism appears to have remained intact. It proudly calls 

itself ahlus sunnah wal jama’ah, “the people of the Sunna (the tradition of the prophet 

Muhammad) and of the community”, and its members remain strict followers of the 

Sunni tradition. It treasures the institution of pondok-pesantren, the largely rural 

Islamic boarding school, where the traditional scholarship of ulama is maintained, 

transmitted and regenerated and where the Kyai, the pesantren leaders uphold their 

legacy.   

 

Pesantren, which are the foundation of NU, have also undergone significant changes.4 

These pesantren may now permit their students to attend a nearby government public 

school in the morning or to attend a school established by the pesantren within its 

campus. There are also pesantren that have established their own tertiary educational 

institutions. This includes Pesantren Tebuireng in Jombang and Pesantren Lirboyo in 

Kediri. Increasingly, graduates of secular universities and of Western countries have 

been appointed to hold important positions within the central board of the NU. On this 

development Greg Barton (2003:13) has noted the following:  

 

For the traditionalists the most important developments occurred 
outside politics and revolved largely around intellectual reform. 
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the pesantren system was steadily 
modernized and a growing number of pesantren graduates went on to 
complete tertiary studies, either at the increasingly sophisticated State 

                                                 
4 The nature of pesantren will be discussed more fully in Chapter Four.  
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Islamic Institutes (IAIN) or at regular universities. A small but 
significant number also went on to obtain post-graduate qualifications 
abroad. For many young activists and intellectuals the combination of a 
modern, secular education and a rich, classical Islamic education was a 
very productive one. The 1970s saw the emergence of Islamic 
liberalism, pioneered by gifted young intellectuals from a traditionalist 
background such as Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman Wahid who 
further contributed to educational reform. 
 

 

However, criticism of NU’s traditionalism has also come from within NU circles, 

particularly from the younger generation. A. Qadri Azizy (2000: xiv), a former 

Inspector General at the Department of Religious Affairs who holds a Doctorate from 

an American university, has written the following: 

 

To create a “complete Islamic society” the understanding of non-
partialistic Islam (to understand the teachings of Islam in totality/as a 
whole/”kaffah”) is not to be taken for granted. This is because the 
Muslims had for a long time been closely associated with “fiqh” 
especially within the NU community, which represents the largest Islamic 
organisation in Indonesia. What makes it even worse is, the fiqh tradition 
upheld within Nahdlatul Ulama is with the theme “orthodox truth”. It is 
not the one known as fiqh contextual, but textual. The main characteristic 
of the textual fiqh is that it is rigid, stagnant, non-innovative, normative 
and non-contextual, so it does not respond to the social development. 
Bahts al-Masail practiced within NU is still limited by transferring the 
views of Shafiie scholars available in textbooks such as al-Majmu’, al-
Muhazab, Fath al-Wahab, Fath al-Muín etc. known as ál-kutub al-
mu’tabarah. In Aristotelian terms, this sect is known as “either or” theory; 
either true or false, either haram or halal, either kafir or mukmin etc. The 
application of such fiqh is far beyond the spirit of “maslahat 
ámmah”(general benefit) propagated by Islam. This will endanger the 
spirit of relationship amongst the Muslims and between Muslims and 
their dealing with non-Muslims. 

 
Nonetheless, Azizy acknowledges that a new phenomenon has developed within the 

NU, especially in respect to fiqh understanding. The regeneration within NU 

leadership has also been followed by regeneration in thought as young Muslim 

scholars are equipped with broader knowledge. They are known as “ulama plus”, 

meaning that as well as having an understanding of traditional fiqh, they are also 

equipped with knowledge from the social sciences as a result of their tertiary studies 

(Ibid).  
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1.4. The Neo-Modernist, Liberalist and Islamist 

Other groups, apart from the traditionalists and modernists represented respectively 

by the NU and Muhammadiyah, exist and are becoming part of contemporary Islam in 

Indonesia. A discussion of the different forms of Islam in Indonesia would not be 

complete without the inclusion of the neo-modernists, liberalists and Islamists. These 

differing groups reflect the diversity of Indonesia and its Muslim community.  

 

1.4.1. Neo-Modernist and Liberalist 

The 1970s are seen as the era in which Islamic thought in Indonesia underwent a 

reformation known as neo-modernism. This led to the development of a new Islamic 

discourse. Neo-modernism is a new development that has occurred within both NU 

and Muhammadiyah. Neo-modernist thinkers differ fundamentally from both 

Islamists and modernists. They do not accept the view that economic and social 

progress depends on the establishment of Islamic institutions. They are concerned 

more with Muslim values and ethics than with law (Woodward 2001: 6). The unique 

characteristic of neo-modernism is the attempt to include religious (Islamic) nuances 

within an authentic holistic paradigm that has traditional roots. Priority is not given to 

the form, but to the social benefit that is derived (A’la 2003; Barton 1999; Kurzman 

2001). 

   

An understanding of Islam as not necessarily sanctioning a particular form of 

government is shared by neo-modernists, most of whom reject the notion that there is 

or can be an “Islamic State”. Instead they suggest that Islam promotes pious and 

ethical behaviour that can establish justice within the context of a variety of political 

systems (Woodward 2001: 7). Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurahman Wahid were 

among the best known proponents of neo-modernism, with Nurcholish Madjid 

functioning as the spokesperson for this discourse. Other members include Djohan 

Effendi, Ahmad Wahib. Barton (1995:34) also adds Amien Rais.  

  
Neo-modernism places an emphasis on democracy, openness and human rights, as 

well as religious tolerance and pluralism. Madjid’s belief in pluralism has been 

accurately described by Barton (2005) in his article “Peaceful Islam and the Lasting 

Legacy of Nurcholish Madjid” (to farewell the death of Nurcholish Madjid):  

 Neither Nurcholish’s public activism nor his impressive personality 
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constitutes his enduring legacy to the world. His true legacy lies in his 
writing and in the way he has shown Muslims and non-Muslims alike 
that religion needs not be represented by political parties and defended 
by political campaigns for it to shape the character of a nation. His great 
contribution lies in his deeply original and significant contribution to our 
understanding of how best religious faith can contribute to our very 
plural modern world. 

 
 

1.4.2. The Islamists  
 
Barton (2007:1) argues that the Bali Bombing of 12 October 2002 challenged existing 

understandings of Indonesian Islam. The conventional wisdom for decades had been 

that Islam in the “Malay world” of Southeast Asia generally, and especially in 

Indonesia, is quintessentially different from the Islam of Pakistan and the Arab World. 

This view held that radical Islamism would never be a serious political force among 

Indonesia’s approximately 200 million Muslims.  

 

The emergence of Islamist rhetoric and self proclaimed jihad campaigns are, as 

Woodward (2001: 23) argues, among the most troubling developments in post-New 

Order Indonesia. Indonesian Islamists participate in a global Muslim discourse 

centred on jihad and shariah law. Islamists believe that the establishment of nation 

states based on shariah law and global Islamic cooperation will provide solutions to 

the difficulties besetting Muslim societies. This discourse provides a coherent, if 

highly inaccurate, explanation of global and local events (Ibid). It is understood that 

the roots of this group’s views were already present in the ideas of Darul Islam who 

failed to establish an Islamic State after the independence of Indonesia.    

The establishment of shariah law as the basis of social, political and economic life is 

presented as a viable solution to contemporary problems and is the ultimate goal of 

the Indonesian Islamist movement. While the movement is diverse, three of its 

important components are Laskar Jihad Ahlus Sunnah wal Jammah with its 

commander Ja’far Umar Thalib; Habib Rizq, the amir (leader) of Front Pembela 

Islam/FPI (Front for the Defence of Islam); and the outspoken Abu Bakar Baasyir, a 

Gontor graduate and the leader of Majlis Mujahidin Indonesia/MMI (the Council of 

Mujahidin of Indonesia). In 1972, Baasyir founded Al-Mukmin boarding school with 

friends Abdullah Sungkar, Abdul Qohar H. Daeng Matase, Yoyo Roswadi and 

Abdullah Baraja - the last two being Gontor graduates. Al-Mukmin is located in 
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Ngruki, near Solo, Central Java. Initially, Al-Mukmin's activities were limited to 

religious discussion after a short Islamic forum following dhuhur (mid-day prayer). 

With increasing interest, the founders expanded Al-Mukmin into a madrasah (Islamic 

school) and then into a pesantren (Biography Baasyir 2007: 1). 5  

The structure of socio-religious Islamic variants in Indonesia reveals the unique 

character of Islam in the largest Muslim country in the world. In this chapter I have 

provided a brief overview of the diversity of Islam in Indonesia as well as some of the 

interrelations and differences it’s various groups. This discussion confirms that the 

influence of the Middle Eastern modernist Muslim thinkers has had a major impact on 

the shaping of Islamic thought in Indonesia, particularly in the emergence of the neo-

modernist group which is developing rapidly and holds a crucial position within the 

Islamic scientific constellation in Indonesia (A’la 2003). However, the discussion of 

traditional Islam in Indonesia, which is the main focus of this chapter, suggests a key 

role of this group in the establishment and development of pesantren in Indonesia, a 

subject that will be further analysed in the following chapters. The Indonesian 

modernist thinkers, on the other hand, had pioneered the establishment of the modern 

pesantren in Indonesia, initiated by the founders of Pesantren Gontor. The discussion 

of the historic role of the two dominant groups of traditionalists and modernists in the 

life of Indonesian Muslims will pave the way for a further discussion of the pesantren 

education and its role in social changes in the Indonesian society.6      

 
2. Pesantren in Indonesia  

2.1. Santri and Pesantren 

The word pesantren is derived from ‘santri’ and is used to refer to a place where santri 

live (Dhofier 1982: 18). There are three views on the origin of the word santri: first it 

comes from the Sanskrit word ‘sastri’, which means literacy. Second it originates 

from a Javanese word ‘cantrik’, which refers to someone who follows a teacher 

wherever he goes to learn from him (Majid 1997:19-20). According to Anthony 

Johns, ‘santri’ is a Tamil word meaning religious teacher (Dhofier Ibid).  

 

                                                 
5 See further  comments on Abu Bakar Ba’syir  and his pesantren Al-Mukmin on pages 223- 226 
 
6 See Chapter Two. 
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In his study on ‘Pesantren Tradition and the Role of Kyai’, Dhofier (1982: 44) 

identifies five elements of a pesantren: the pondok (hostel), the mosque, santri 

(students who study at pesantren), pengajian kitab kuning (teachings based on 

traditional texts, i.e. the so-called ‘yellow texts’) and the Kyai as teacher and mentor. 

When these five elements come together, they become a pondok pesantren. 

Depending on the number of its santri, pesantren is classified as small with up to 1000 

santri, medium with santri between 1000 and 2000 students, and large pesantren with 

more than 2000 santri. 

 

The pondok is a hostel-like building where students live during their study with the 

Kyai. It is situated in a complex where the students, the Kyai and the senior santri 

who assist the Kyai live. The students usually manage their own affairs such as 

cleaning, cooking and running other daily activities. Originally the pesantren’s 

complex was owned by the Kyai, but lately the Kyai have tended to give up their 

ownership to an Endowment Foundation known as a Badan Wakaf.  

 

For pesantren, the position of the mosque is central and essential. It is not only a place 

for prayer; the mosque has become the main venue for teaching and learning 

activities. The Kyai usually conducts his teaching after prayer using different systems 

known as sorogan, weton and bandungan.  Using the mosque as the centre of learning 

is a continuation of a system from the days of Prophet Muhammad which has become 

an Islamic tradition. This is the reason why the mosque is usually also known as an 

Islamic Centre. 

 

Santri are the main element in pesantren. Although not all santri stay in the pesantren 

complex; a small number of santri who come from the surrounding area and who do 

not stay in pesanren are known as santri kalong, as opposed to santri mukim who live 

in the pesantren and usually come from more distant areas. 

 

The Kyai is the focal element in a pesantren. Kyai is a title given by community for a 

person knowledgeable (Arabic: Alim) in Islamic knowledge, who usually leads a 

pesantren after he has completed some study in pesantren. This term is commonly 

used in Central and East Java. In Western Java the title is known as Ajengan. Kyai has 
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full authority in his pesantren, and the pesantren is usually known according to the 

study specialization of the Kyai. 

 

2.2. The Quantity and Quality of Pesantren 

Data from the Department of Religious Affairs shows a steady increase in the number 

of pesantren and students enrolled in these educational institutions. In 1977, there 

were 4,195 pesantren with 677,384 students. By 1981, this number had skyrocketed 

with pesantren numbering 5,661 with a total of 938,397 students. In 1985, this 

number increased to 6,239 pesantren with 1,084,801 students. In 1997, the 

Department reported 9,388 pesantren with a total of 1,770,768 students and in 2003-

04, the number of pesantren reached 14,647 (Jamhari and Burhanudin in Suparto: 

2008:1).  By the end of 2008 there were 21,521 pesantren scattered throughout 

Indonesia, a dramatic increase since 1977 (Statistics of Religious Education School 

Year 2007-2008:109).7 Of this number 211 pesantren were established by alumni of 

Gontor.8  

 

The development of pesantren in Indonesia shows the increasing role of this 

educational institution in areas beyond those for which it was originally established, 

in the field of religious education. On the important role of pesantren, Sutjipto 

Wirosardjono notes: 

 

One of the traditional institutions bearing the function of the 
reactualisation (making it to be contextual) of the teachings of Islam 
to enhance social development is the Pesantren. It has a deeply rooted 
social context and enormous influence upon the life and conduct of 
the surrounding society at large. It has most of the necessary elements 

                                                 
7 As Suparto noted, these data raise some important questions concerning the development and survival 
of Islamic educational institutions, as well as their changing roles amid transition taking place in the 
Muslim community. Islamic educational institutions face complex challenges. They not only strive to 
educate Muslim in religious knowledge, but are also expected to participate in creating a new socio-
cultural and political system of Indonesia. Based on the characteristics of Islamic educational 
institutions, there are at least four types of Islamic educational institutions: (1) NU-based pesantren, (2) 
modern pesantren with orientation of Islamic reformism, (3) independent pesantren, and (4) Islamic 
schools (madrasah) (Suparto 2008:1) 
 
8 Form Pidato Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi at the 80th Anniversary of Gontor, May, 2005. The Gontor 
alumni, leaders of those pesantren established an association called Forum Pesantren Alumni ‘Forum 
of the Pesantren Alumni’ formerly chaired by Muhamad Tijani Jauhary, the leader of Pesantren Al-
Amien, Pamekasan, Madura. The Forum conducted regular meetings called Silaturrahmi Pesantren 

Alumni. 
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for inducing social change in traditional society; it has one or more 
charismatic leaders, the Kyai, and has sufficiently strong leverage to 
the bureaucratic community and a good vision of human destiny in 
Islam (Wirosardjono in Oepen, 1987: iii). 9 

 
 

There is a strong perception that social change in Indonesian communities is usually 

led or motivated by elites in that community, such as bureaucrats, religious leaders, 

the wealthy, intellectuals and others. They are generally classified into two groups, 

elite modern and elite traditionalist. As Hidayat (1985: 73) argues, in rural areas, the 

Kyai as religious elite have shown their effective role in driving social change, 

leading to conclusions concerning the importance of the role of pesantren in inducing 

social change.  

 

It is important to note that pesantren, especially in Java, have a long history. As we 

know them today pesantren emerged most distinctively in the late 18th/early 19th 

century. But interestingly, throughout this long period, pesantren maintained their 

particular characteristics and systems. These were at times unrecognized by the world 

outside the pesantren, as they had become incorporated into the pesantren’s 

existence.10 

 

 

                                                 
9 Surprisingly, as Woodward remarked, “despite its size and importance, very little has been written in 
European languages about the pesantren and the type of Islamic learning and piety they promote”. 
There are, Woodward argues, at least two related reasons for this state of affairs. The first is that 
Indonesianists, until recently, have paid scant attention to the place of Islam in Javanese and other 
Indonesian cultures. The second reason is that much of what has been written about Javanese Islam in 
the past half century focuses on modernist movements rooted in the theological vision of the Egyptian 
reformer Muhamad Abduh. Muhammadiyah and other reform movements rooted in this tradition 
placed a heavy emphasis on “modern” form of education (Woodward in Dhofier, 1999: xi). 
 
10 With the support of the rich who deed their land and the return of Meccan pilgrims after about 1850, 
pesantren escalated in their development. Hurgronje (1931: 243), the Dutch orientalist wrote about the 
Indonesian Muslims living in Mecca and their influence to the development of Islam in Indonesia after 
their return to the country: “Here lies the heart of the religious life of the East-Indian archipelago and 
the numberless arteries pump the fresh blood in every accelerating tempo to the entire body of the 
Moslem populace in Indonesia.” Those who returned from Mecca became Kyai leading and developing 
their pesantren. In fact the early Indonesian authors of Islamic literature spent considerable periods in 
Mecca, Medina and other Middle Eastern centres of learning. The early Indonesian rulers looked to 
Mecca, for legitimation if not also for useful spiritual powers, such as the fourth Muslim ruler of 
Banten, Abu’l Mafakhir Mahmud, who, in the 1630’s requested recognition as a sultan, as well as the 
explanation of certain kitab, and even the dispatch of an expert of the Law to enlighten Banten (van 
Bruinessan 2005: 7).  For further discussion on this point please refer to Michael Francis Laffan’s 
“Islamic Nationhood and Colonial Indonesia: The umma below the winds” (RoutledgeCurzon 2005). 
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2.3. Pesantren as an Alternative Movement 

Despite being faced with various obstacles, pesantren have managed to survive and 

have successfully emerged as an alternative movement offering solutions to social 

problems, especially in village communities where the hand of government has been 

unable to reach (Sidney Jones, 1991:17). In pursuing this mission, pesantren did not 

base their actions on the development strategy outlined by the government. They 

operated instead through the implementation of good deeds, or what is known in 

religious terms as amal saleh, which is part of the act of worship (ibadah). Therefore, 

as Asjari (1967: 121) argues, to study  pesantren using the normative theoretical 

approach of Western social science is not always the most appropriate method and 

may not provide an accurate assessment.  

 

It is understandable that as a social-religious institution the pesantren is open to 

outside influences that may give rise to social transformation. Nevertheless, as 

Hidayat (1974: 23) remarks, it is important to bear in mind that the basic character of 

each pesantren is determined by the vision of its Kyai and his interaction with the 

surrounding environment. Therefore, there is a strong sense that each pesantren 

represents the Kyai’s understanding of good deeds (amal saleh), and this is probably 

one of the basic elements distinguishing pesantren from madrasah (religious schools). 

 

The basic message of the pesantren may be summed up in the short phrase: to create 

the whole person and moral man. In pesantren the emphasis is always on education 

rather than teaching and on morality rather than knowledge. Commenting on this Ruth 

McVey (1983: 201) notes the following:  

 
The failure of pesantren to provide adequate skills or career 
opportunities for the modern world is less relevant than the fact that 
its education emphasizes the whole person and that it seeks to 
produce not successful man but moral man. 
 

In contrast to this idea is the view expressed by M. Habib Chirzin (in Rahardjo 1974: 

82) in his article Agama dan Ilmu dalam Pesantren (Religion and Knowledge in 

Pesantren) in which he underlines the important role of pesantren as a “centre of 

excellence” to spread religious knowledge. He points out that what is important in the 

learning and teaching process in pesantren is that they are intended as part of ibadah 

(an act of worship to God). 
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When viewed from an anthropologist’s angle, pesantren can be categorized into two 

different groupings (Marzuki Wahid 1999: 146). In its capacity as an educational 

institution and system, pesantren can be viewed as a sub-culture for the santri 

community. When viewed as an expression of traditional religious thought, pesantren 

are seen as representing universal Islamic syncretism with the local Indonesian 

culture, and therefore it is perhaps appropriate to assume that pesantren mainly work 

for the lower strata of the community.11  

 

Because of their multi-dimensional aspects, pesantren have increasingly become an 

interesting subject to research, analyze and discuss. Their lack of uniformity and their 

pluralism have given pesantren a special place in the eyes of researchers and those 

who are interested in the socio-religious aspects of Indonesian society. Khalil Ridwan, 

Chairman of the Indonesian Association of Pesantren (Persatuan Pondok Pesantren 

Seluruh Indonesia) remarks the following: “The pluralism of pesantren has, for 

example, been shown by the lack of unified rules in its management, administration, 

structure, and culture, not to mention the curriculum. Each pesantren has full authority 

to manage its own matters in the manner it wishes. No outside body has any authority 

to impose restrictions or rules on pesantren. The Indonesian Association of Pesantren 

whose membership includes most of the traditional pesantren, functions only as a 

coordinating body for these pesantren in very general matters.” (Interview on 12 

November 2004). 12   

 

The activities of the Association are limited to external matters such as to coordinate 

shared events as conducting social and religious festivities together, the exchange of 

visits by staff members and other limited activities, without interference in the 

                                                 
11 This view perhaps echoed the old notion about pesantren tradition, or at least when this institution 
came to existence in the archipelago. However as the new phenomenon came into reality, partly as a 
result of changes  that pesantren brought in, a large number of santri who study at pesantren are from 
urban families and  economically middle class strata.  
 
12 NU as an association, where Kyai are the main figures, has paid special attention to the development 
and progress of pesantren.  Although structurally there is no formal link between NU and those 
pesantren, the central position of the Kyai within NU has created a strong networking between those 
pesantren in an informal way.  This link is often strengthened through intermarriage between family 
members of the Kyai. For further discussion on this subject see Dhofier in his works: 1)”The Pesantren 
Tradition: A Study of the Role of the Kyai in the Maintenance of the Traditional Ideology of Islam in 
Java”, PhD Thesis at the Australian National University, Canberra, 1981, 2) “Tradisi Pesantren: Studi 

tentang Pandangan Hidup Kyai” (Jakarta: LP3ES, 1982). 
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internal matters of each pesantren member. It does not interfere with such aspects as 

curriculum, managerial structure, rules, or discipline inside the campus or other 

internal affairs, as such matters fall within the absolute authority of each pesantren. 

 

2.4. Pesantren and Social Change 

The mission of the pesantren in general can be classified as having two aspects:  to 

offer education and training to the students (santri) and to provide services to society 

(Suyata in Dawam Rahardjo 1985: 17). Of the first mission, the main task of 

pesantren is to build santri personalities. This is dependent on many factors both 

inside and outside the pesantren. In undertaking the second mission that of acting as 

an agent of social development, pesantren need to cooperate with other bodies or 

institutions.13 This is especially so under today’s conditions, where there are 

increasing numbers of Non-Government Organisations (NGO) offering significant 

help to pesantren in the areas of skill development and management.  

 

The pesantren’s mission for social change may vary between one pesantren and 

another depending on the level or size of the pesantren, its location, the living 

conditions of the surrounding society and other related factors. But they share one 

common element in that religious belief and social orientation, known in Qur’anic 

terms as سu�tا� و��� �� ا �� ��� (hablun min-Allah wa hablun min-al-naas, Arabic: 

relationship with God and relationship between people), is always the prime element 

of their mission. This is important as the pesantren may be regarded as having a 

potential role to play at a national level, while also retaining their original character as 

religious educational institutions. The continuing development of each pesantren’s 

own character and specialty can be seen as the main asset of each pesantren. 

 

To achieve these goals each pesantren has to remain open to possibilities of 

modernization and further development. Any incoming element from outside has to 

be responded to positively but at the same time selectively. Non-Government 

Organisations (NGO) are keen to help the pesantren develop various skills not 

included in their curriculum to date, including farming, fishery, management, finance, 

trade, cooperative, and others (Rahardjo 1974: 175). In considering the development 

                                                 
13 However, as this represents a new phenomenon within pesantren development, not all pesantren were 
so explicit in a mission for social and community development.  
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of pesantren, priority must be given to those non-material aspects that represent the 

pesantren’s spirit. This would be the starting point for possible changes, development, 

growth and progress. The pesantren’s vision and mission is at the core of this non-

material approach.  

 

There are no existing data informing us on how many pesantren have been operating 

on a work plan or how many pesantren have included education for such skills in their 

curriculum. A proposed plan would ideally cover, among other things, education and 

training, recruitment of teachers and staff, sources of funding, building and other 

infrastructure, expanding contacts and networking with other pesantren and the 

alumni, among other related matters. At this point one of the difficulties in pesantren 

management lies in the lack of a leadership with managerial skills. At present, the 

management of pesantren is in the hands of a Kyai who is aided by some senior santri 

who have no power in the decision-making process. The leadership of the Kyai in his 

pesantren is virtually absolute and non-negotiable (Asjari, 1967: 65).   

 

This issue of pesantren leadership has become a major factor in the continuing life of 

the pesantren. In the field it became obvious that pesantren which had previously 

contributed to producing Kyai, Ulama and community leaders because of their 

successful leadership often failed to do so after the death of their founding Kyai 14.  

This is particularly the case of relatively small individual pesantren; large major 

pesantren are organized around a number of Kyai and aspiring Kyai. 

  

3.  Introducing Pesantren Gontor 

3.1. Pesantren Gontor and Its Predecessors 
One pesantren that can be categorized as an exception to the general pattern is 

Pesantren Gontor in Ponorogo, East Java. Established in 1926 by three brothers, this 

pesantren is located at Gontor, a small village 10 km south-east from the city of 

Ponorogo, 40 km south of the city of Madiun and 200 km south-west from the city of 

Surabaya (see the map). The name of Gontor was already well known from the latter 

                                                 
14 In observing this phenomenon, I saw two reasons for decline. First the Kyai, founder of the 
pesantren, usually adopted a strong individual leadership, with no other assistants who formed a 
collective leadership with him. Second, during the tenure of his leadership, the Kyai did not attempt to 
form a cadre who could continue the leadership of the pesantren after his death.  
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half of the nineteenth century before the establishment of the present pesantren, 

because a pesantren known as “Pondok Gontor” or “Pondok Gontor Lama” (The Old 

Pesantren Gontor) was established there.  

 

According to “Notes” (Sejarah Gontor 1962:18) published in Gontor, this was at the 

same time as another famous pesantren that existed in Tegalsari, a village about five 

km distant from Gontor, known as Pesantren Tegalsari. The establishment of the Old 

Pesantren Gontor (Pesantren Gontor Lama) was in fact inspired by the old pesantren 

that existed at Tegalsari, a village near Gontor. A relationship through marriage 

existed between the two pesantren. The head of Pesantren Tegalsari, Kyai Hasan 

Bashori (or Besari) took Raden Mas Sulaiman Jamaluddin as his son-in-law. He 

became the leader of Pesantren Gontor Lama and was succeeded by his grandson, 

Raden Santosa Anam Besari, who was also the father of the founders of Pesantren 

Gontor.  

 

There is, however, as Dasuki (1974: 16) notes, no record of the establishment and 

development of Pesantren Gontor Lama (Old Gontor). Due to the political turmoil 

during the period of Dutch colonial rule, this pesantren gradually deteriorated and 

finally ceased to exist. Many educational institutions suffered the same fate, resulting 

in the deterioration of the moral and social life of the people. 

 

The Old Pesantren Gontor was at one time as famous as Tegalsari. Its students came 

from all over Java, including from Priangan, an area of West Java. The people 

surrounding the pesantren were affected by the growth and development of this 

pesantren in their spiritual and material life. The pesantren contributed to the 

prosperity of their lives and consequently they supported the existence of the 

Pesantren (Sejarah Gontor 1962: 18, 19 & 24).  Although the lessons provided by this 

pesantren only covered religious subjects, this was considered appropriate to the 

condition of the people who were in need of religious and moral guidance.  

 

Dasuki (1974: 26) notes that this old Pesantren Gontor became famous by the latter 

half of the nineteenth century, partly because of the reputation of Jamaluddin. By the 

end of the 19th century, Pesantren Gontor Lama was a well established and sizeable 

Islamic educational institution. But under pressure from the Dutch colonial rule with 
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its policy of favouring government or public schools and its desire to suppress and 

limit the movement of the indigenous people, both pesantren in Tegalsari and Gontor 

deteriorated and before the end of the nineteenth century, they had ceased to exist. 

 

As no records are available, it was unclear exactly when the Old Gontor was 

established and when it vanished. The biography of Kyai Imam Zarkasyi, one of the 

three founding members of New Gontor suggests that the old mosque in Gontor was 

built in the 1750s. Although in 1979 Gontor built a new and much bigger mosque, this 

small and simple mosque has been kept as a “historical-marker” of the Old Gontor 

(Wiryosukarto1996: 3).  

 

Pesantren Tegalsari became famous in the middle of the 18th century. During its glory 

days, thousands of its santri came from great distances in the archipelago, including 

different parts of Java. The name of Tegalsari was popular among Muslims in 

Indonesia, especially in Java, where it was said: “Tegalsari or Ponorogo is the right 

place to become santri” (nyantri: Javanese) (Biography Imam Zarkasyi, 2004:23). 

 

3.2. Pesantren Tegalsari, the Nucleus of Pesantren Gontor 
There are only limited records available on Pesantren Tegalsari. Fokkens, a Dutch 

bureaucrat with the Central Government in Batavia, (the old name of Jakarta) during 

the Dutch rule (1595-1945), is quoted in Sejarah Balai Pendidikan Pondok Modern 

Gontor (1962: 389-391), as writing the following in 1877:  

 

At the beginning of the 18th century, in 1710, a pesantren was 
established in a village called Tegalsari near Ponorogo, by Kyai Ageng 
Hasan Bashori who was also the first leader of this pesantren. The 
pesantren was located on the bank of two rivers, Kejang and Malo. 
Kyai Ageng Bashori was a great aristocrat Ulama. His descendants 
came from a mixed marriage between: 1. Padjadjaran and Harjo 
Bangah, 2. Modjopahit and Demang Ngorawan, 3. Kyai Ageng Tarup 
and Bondan Kedjawan, 4. Irahami Asmara and Sunan Ngampel, and 5. 
Kyai Ageng Pemanahan and Pangeran Buntaran. 15   

 

                                                 
15 There were no further details of how those couples relate to each other through marriage. But what is 
significant in quoting the family background of the Gontor founders (Trimurti) is that they had an 
aristocratic background and that they could have access to the Dutch (modern) school education apart 
from their study at traditional pesantren.  
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Kyai Ageng Bashori had 9 children: one of whom, Haji Zainal Abidin, became the 

son-in-law of the King (Ruler) of Selangor, in what was then Malaya. He himself 

became the King of Selangor. His offspring became scholars, high ranking officials 

and community leaders. One of them was Raden Mas Haji O.S. Tjokroaminoto, a 

well-known leader of Sarekat Islam Indonesia. He was a descendant in the fifth 

generation from Kyai Ageng Hasan Bashori (Sejarah Gontor 1962: 392).  

 

In the 18th century, when it was flourishing, there were thousands of santri studying at 

Pesantren Tegalsari. They came from the surrounding villages, nearby cities and most 

parts of Java. They came from a variety of different family backgrounds: farmers, 

government officials, businessmen and others.  

 

M.C. Ricklefs (2001: 121) notes that on 30 June 1742, an army of Susuhunan Kuning 

under the command of R.M. Garendi with a Chinese contingent attacked the kingdom 

of Paku Buana II, known as Susuhunan Kumbul, in Surakarta. As a result of this 

attack Paku Buana fled and sought refuge in Tegalsari where he stayed under the 

protection of Kyai Ageng Bashori. Paku Buana not only sought refuge, but also 

sought help for his army to fight back against the enemy. Eventually, with the help of 

Kyai Tegalsari, Susuhunan Kumbul took back his kingdom. 

 

From then on Tegalsari became an “independent region” [Perdékan], exempted from 

paying taxes and other obligatory government contributions. After the death of Kyai 

Ageng Bashori, Kyai Hasan Jahya (or Jahaya), his seventh son, took over the 

leadership of the pesantren. Then it was continued by Kjai Bagus Hasan Bashori II, 

and in 1800, Kyai Hasan Anom Jahja became his successor.  

 

Ricklefs (Ibid:122) further notes that although in 1830 there was a change in the 

government structure in which Tegalsari came under the control of what was then 

known as “Government Compagnie” [ie., the Dutch colonial government], it 

continued to enjoy the status of a Perdekan. This status was renewed in 1853, with the 

issuance of a decree recorded in the Staatblad no. 77 dated 23 December 1853. On 9 

January 1862 Kjai Bagus Hasan Bashori died and the leadership of the pesantren was 

continued by his children and then his grandchildren.  
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           3.3. The Start of the “New Gontor”         

 
The reestablishment of Pesantren Gontor was started in 1926 by three brothers (later 

known as the Trimurti), all sons of Santoso Anam Besari, who was the son-in-law of 

the Kyai of pesantren Tegalsari. The Trimurti were Kyai Ahmad Sahal (d. 1979), 

Kyai Zainuddin Fanani (d. 1963) and Kyai Imam Zarkasyi (d. 1983). In fact when the 

work was begun, Kyai Zarkasyi was still studying elsewhere. Until their death, Kyai 

Ahmad Sahal was Guardian (Pengasuh) of the Pesantren, Kyai Zarkasyi was the 

Director of the School Kulliyatul Mu'allimien Al-Islamiyah (KMI) while Kyai 

Zainuddin Fanani later moved to Jakarta to work as a high ranking official within the 

Department of Social Affairs and became a member of Majlis Permusyawaratan 

Rakyat Sementara (Provisional Peoples Consultative Assembly). All three carried on 

these duties until their death.  

 

According to the “Brochure of Pondok Modern” published in Gontor, various factors 

in 1926 prompted the three brothers to continue the work of earlier founding fathers in 

reviving Pesantren Gontor. These factors were:  

- love of their religion and their country, 

- a sense of responsibility to perpetuate their predecessors’ efforts to spread Islamic 

doctrines and culture, 

- a sense of duty to carry out the sacred task of preserving the teachings of Islam, 

- awareness of what Muslims expect from their capable and honest leaders and 

scholars, and 

- the welfare and prosperity of mankind.   

 

These factors revived their spirit, their dedication and their devotion to their 

educational efforts with the sole aim of the security and welfare of Muslims in 

particular and of mankind in general (Brochure on Gontor, 1963: 4-5).   

    

In 1926, Kyai Ahmad Sahal came back from his studies in various pesantrens. One of 

the pesantrens where he studied was Pesantren Termas, an old style pesantren near the 

city of Pacitan, about 150 km south of Ponorogo. This was where he spent his final 

period as a santri.  
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Inspired by the glory of Gontor in the past, when he saw the condition of the people 

whose religious education had been neglected for so long, he resolved to revive Old 

Gontor. He believed that the villagers had a right to education and decided to establish 

a new pesantren both for them and future generations.  His main concern was for 

“moral education”, because having seen the condition of the people, especially those 

living in the towns, he believed they were lacking in the moral aspects of education.  

 

A factor that inspired the establishment of Pesantren Gontor was “the conference” of 

the Indonesian branch of an Islamic organization called Muktamar Alam Islami 

(Muslim World Conference) held in Surabaya in 1926. The organization consisted of 

a federation of Islamic Societies in the field of education and social welfare. At the 

conference, the participants had to nominate a delegate to attend an International 

Conference in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. One of the requirements was that the person had 

to be conversant in Arabic and English, and had to have a broad general knowledge, 

especially on Islam and international relations. Because of difficulties in finding a 

person with such qualities, they decided instead to send two persons to the conference 

(these were HOS Cokroaminoto who was fluent in English and KH Mas Mansur who 

spoke Arabic). 

 

Having returned from attending this conference Ahmad Sahal was inspired to 

establish an institution with the aim of educating students in religious knowledge 

through mastery of Arabic, and educating them in secular knowledge through gaining 

mastery of the English language (Saifullah, 1974: 135). 

 

The major problem he was confronted with, however, was the lack of interest on the 

part of both the youth and their parents towards education and schooling. He had to 

employ many different means to convince them of the importance of education and 

learning. It was not easy to find ways to encourage the children to attend the 

madrasah. Sometimes he organized festivals and gave prizes to the winners of 

competitions. He also occasionally provided food for them to cook with the help of 

their parents. Overall he concentrated on organizing events to attract the villagers to 

come to him and to join his program of education. 

   

Kyai Sahal started the new mission from scratch by inviting the village children and 
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sometimes their parents to gather at his house for a light meal and an entertaining, 

relaxed time. Once they felt at ease with him, he started giving them informal lessons, 

despite not having an institution. Once they showed an interest in learning, he 

established “a madrasah”, called “Tarbiyatul Athfal” (T.A.), which means education 

for children. This was in 1926 (Sejarah Gontor, Vol. I, 1962: 35).  

 

The real start of modern Gontor was after the return of Ahmad Sahal’s youngest 

brother, Imam Zarkasyi in 1936 from his study in Sumatra and subsequently the 

establishment of the high school level K.M.I. (Kulliyatul M’allimien Al-Islamiyah), 

literally the Islamic College for Teacher’s Training. Gontor is seen as a model of 

modernization of pesantren by including new elements of modernity into the 

pesantren system. Gontor combined positive elements in the madrasah such as a 

classical system with curriculum and evaluation, with a  pesantren system 

characterized by  educational values such as sincerity, humility, self-reliance, Islamic 

brotherhood and freedom of thinking (Wahid and Afrianty 2006: 72-74).  

 

Gontor also adapted inclusive values in its curriculum. It had to match development 

outside pesantren with the orientation of the socio-politics and culture of Indonesian 

Muslims. The subjects taught and the system employed were intended to reinforce the 

values of openness and pluralism. Vocational education (pendidikan ketrampilan) was 

also aimed to achieve this end. 16 

 

 4. Key Features of the Gontor Model 

This thesis seeks to analyze the key features of what I call the “Gontor Model’. This 

Gontor Model distinguishes Gontor from the majority of pesantren that exist in 

Indonesia. The Gontor Model is an historical creation and for this reason, I examine 

the early history of Gontor and the aspirations of its founders. The Gontor Model is 

also a dynamic model and, to some extent, it continues to be developed.  It is a model 

that has been emulated and copied by Gontor alumni to create other pesantren that try 

to duplicate, in various forms, the Gontor Model. Hence allocating a critical role to 

the Gontor alumni is part of the Gontor Model.  

 

                                                 
16 Further details of this subject will be discussed in Chapter 6 on Curriculum. 
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 To begin with here, I want to list some of the features of the Gontor Model that I 

intend to examine in Chapters Three to Seven of this thesis: 

 
4.1. Chapter 3: The Historical Character of Pesantren Gontor 

• The creation of a pesantren rooted in the early history of Islam in Java: 

specifically the attempt to hark back to Pesantren Tegalsari, the most famous 

pesantren of the 18th century  

• The political-social inspiration for the creation of new kind of pesantren  

deriving from the 1926 Muktamar Alam Islamy conference in Surabaya 

• The attempt at a synthesis of four education learning centres: Shangit, Aligarh, 

Santiniketan and Al-Azhar 

• The insistence on a pesantren that was modern, but remained traditional 

 

 4.2. Chapter 4: Gontor’s Reform in Management and Leadership 

• The creation of a new form of legal ownership for the pesantren 

• The creation of a new structure of pesantren management  

• The critical involvement of students in running the pesantren’s activities 

• The importance  given to vocational training 

• The application of strong but distinctive discipline for campus life 

 

4.3. Chapter 5: Gontor’s Vision, Innovation and Achievement 

• A clear program for the long term as well as the short term 

• The caderisation of the pesantren to insure its continuation  

• The insistence on freedom of thought and political non-partisanship 

• The focus on no-single madzhab doctrine in its Islamic studies 

• The development of a viable economic base 

• The creation of a campus for girls 

 

4.4. Chapter 6: Gontor’s Curriculum and its Educational Philosophy 

• The insistence on developing and maintaining a curriculum based on the 

vision of the founders aimed at building independent and critical thinking 

• The implementation of a 24 hour curriculum  

• The emphasis on using Arabic and English as the languages of instruction 
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4.5. Chapter 7:Pesantren Gontor and the Creation of a Prominent Santri Network 

• The creation of an Alumni Association  and the continuing development of its 

national and international chapters 

• The strength and influence of its Alumni network 

• The attention and prominence given to individual alumni in all walks of life   

 

To appreciate just how remarkable the Gontor Model was, as it developed, and, as it 

continues to exert its influence on Islamic education in Indonesia, it is essential to 

consider the important role of pesantren in general and the leadership associated with 

these pesantren. 

 
 

5. Research Methodology, Sources and Significance of the  
    Study 
 
5.1. Research Methodology 

My research method for this thesis is both descriptive and analytical. The materials 

used in writing this thesis are from primary research, secondary literature (mainly in 

English and Indonesian) with critical Gontor documents as major references, plus 

interviews at Gontor, i.e. from the main campus at Gontor and other branches under 

its administration, as well as from alumni and my own personal notes. I collected data 

from Gontor’s campuses located in Central and East Java, and from a number of 

pesantren established by alumni in East and West Java, Jakarta and Madura. Some 

materials were also obtained from the Department of Religious Affairs in Jakarta.   

 

Although I agree in principle with the suggestion that the study of Javanese Islam 

should not be couched in terms of an uncompromising dichotomy between 

traditionalist and modernist (Dhofier1999: xxx), I believe that in order to be able to 

make a valid assessment of a ‘modern pesantren’ such as Gontor, it is imperative to 

do so from the perspective of a traditionalist pesantren’s characteristics. 

 

5.2. The Critical Importance of the Basic Documents on Gontor  

Amongst its many other characters described in later chapters of this thesis as the 

Gontor Model, Pesantren Gontor has been active in publication. Unlike other 



 28 

pesantern, Gontor has produced a stream of publications about its history, its statutes 

and its activities. This could be called the 'Gontor Archive'. Most of these publications 

are in Indonesian, but a number are in English and Arabic. This thesis relies heavily 

on about 24 of these publications, produced from 1960 to 2008. These publications 

are described briefly in Appendix 1. They are set out chronologically from 1960 with 

a translation of the title, a statement of their length, a brief summary of their contents, 

and a short title for later citation in the body of the thesis. 

 

There are two main reasons for the inclusion of this Appendix. Firstly, there is the 

hope that this set of publications may be useful to other scholars working in the field. 

Secondly, there are several publications with confusingly similar titles, for example 

on the lines of 'Brochure on Gontor'. The intention is that this Appendix will provide a 

useful introduction and overview of these materials, and will provide a handy 

reference point when short citations are made in the body of the thesis. The use of the 

twenty-plus Gontor publications forms an important part of its original contribution.  

 

5.3. Significance of the Study 

Other researches make reference to Gontor from various perspectives, notably Castles 

(1965), Dasuki (1974), Saifullah (1974), van Bruinessen (1994). Mastuhu (1994), 

Zarkasyi (2005), Astuti (2006), Jamhari and Burhanudin (2009). However, this thesis 

is the first thorough study concerning Pesantren Gontor in English. It examines the 

history of the pesantren focusing on its reform agenda for Islamic education in 

Indonesia, in particular its commitment to the implementation of the Gontor Model. A 

key finding here is that Gontor's establishment marks a continuation in Indonesia of 

the process of reform in Islamic thought initiated by prominent Modernist Muslim 

scholars in the Middle East, including Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh 

and Rashid Rida. This is crucial to the significant contribution Pesantren Gontor has 

made to the creation of a network of Indonesian prominent santri, one of the key 

features of the Gontor Model I investigate in this thesis. 

 

           Conclusion: Structure of Thesis 

The Thesis is set out as follows:   

Chapter One : Introduction  
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Chapter Two  : Pesantren and Kyai Leadership 

Chapter Three : The Historical Character of Pesantren Gontor  

Chapter Four  : Pesantren Gontor’s Reform in Management and Leadership 

Chapter Five  : The Vision, Innovation and Achievement of Pesantren Gontor 

Chapter Six  : Pesantren Gontor’s Curriculum and Its Educational Philosophy 

Chapter Seven : Pesantren Gontor and the Creation of a Prominent Santri Network 

Conclusion  
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Chapter Two 

 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF PESANTREN AND  

THE KYAI’S LEADERSHIP  
 
 

Gontor differs from the old style pesantren in that it is more 

systematic and disciplined, it devotes considerable time to secular 

learning and has a more comfortable, urbane atmosphere that it is 

sometimes, very distantly reminiscent of English or Australian 

'public school'. It differs from an Indonesian State school in that the 

children live on the premises and are subject to the discipline of a 

full day's activities and the unobtrusive but nevertheless continuous 

supervision of a strong-minded individual. There is a religious 

element in all activities. And the emphasis on Arabic and English 

and the direct method of teaching them is probably unique in 

Indonesia.  
 

(Lance Castles 1965: 32). 
 
 

 
Introduction 

 
Before examining the growth of Pesantren Gontor in Chapter Three, it is appropriate 

to discuss the origins and development of pesantren and the role of the Kyai’s 

leadership in pesantren and social development. This will provide an in-depth 

understanding of the cultural and religious significance of this institution, particularly 

its role as a facilitator of social change in Indonesian society. Although originally 

established as an educational institution, the postcolonial development of the 

pesantren includes an expansion of its functions into social, cultural, economic and 

political arenas. In this chapter discussion concerning the impact of pesantren is 

limited to an investigation of their role in facilitating social change. As the Kyai is the 

main element in the pesantren’s existence and operation, his role will be highlighted 

to demonstrate how far this role affects not only his pesantren but also the 

surrounding community and beyond.  
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1. The Origin of Pesantren 

Despite increased interest in studies on pesantren throughout the past decade, there is 

a paucity of factual material relating to this traditional educational institution. One 

factor that is disputed is the origin of pesantren. The lack of recorded data has 

compounded difficulties in establishing when the pesantren came into existence in 

Indonesia. Also, as Woodward (1999: xi) suggests, much of the literature concerning 

Javanese Islam in the past half century focuses on modernist movements.  

 

Amir Hamzah Wirjosukarto in his book Pembaharuan Pesantren (as quoted by Karel 

Steenbrink) explains that in its original form and system, the pesantren is an 

institution originating from India (Steenbrink 1974: 20). Amir argues that the system 

was used by the Hindus in Indonesia for promulgating their religion prior to the 

arrival of Islam in the country. There is etymological evidence to support this 

supposition. The word pesantren is derived from ‘santri’, with the prefix ‘pe’ and 

suffix ‘an’ which means a place where santri live (Dhofier, 1982: 18). According to 

Anthony Johns, ‘santri’ is a Tamil word meaning religious teacher (Ibid). Soegarda 

Poerbakawatja (1970:18-19) supports this argument by providing evidence of the 

similarities evident between the systems applied in Islam and Hinduism: the 

government provides free land in Hinduism, as it also does with pesantren. In both 

institutions only religious subjects are taught, teachers are unpaid and command high 

respect while the santri seek financial assistance from outside by doing some works. 

 

Sidney Jones (1991: 20) provides a comparable view albeit supported by a different 

argument. She argues that the origin of the pesantren lies in Java’s pre-Islamic past, in 

the Hindu-Buddhist asrama where disciples gathered to seek enlightenment from a 

master. Having examined evidence of Java’s syncretic religious tradition that 

absorbed Islam without difficulty she extrapolates from these historical events and 

claims that the pesantren changed faith without changing function, and thereby 

became centres for Islamic mysticism where a Kyai—a Muslim scholar, Sufi leader, 

and wise man—led his male followers in meditation and study.  

 

Nurcholish Madjid (1977: 12), on the other hand, claims that pesantren existed in 

Indonesia as a result of an on-going evolution in the national educational system. He 
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argues pesantren were constructed to perpetuate the meaning of Islam and to bolster 

Indonesian indigeneity (asli ke-Indonesiaan). He too, stresses that pesantren existed 

as educational institutions during the period of Hinduism and Buddhism, before Islam 

came to the archipelago. He suggests that the word ‘santri’ originates from two 

different words: 

a. It is derived from a Sanskrit word sastri, which means literate. In the early 

days after Islam came to the archipelago santri were classified as literate 

because they gained knowledge of Islam through the Arabic script. Santri also 

means being knowledgeable in Islam. 

b. Secondly the word santri is purported to be derived from a Javanese word 

cantrik meaning a person who faithfully follows a teacher with the expectation 

of gaining knowledge from him. Madjid provides the example of an apprentice 

shadow puppeteer, who follows a qualified puppeteer (dalang), watching his 

performances in order to learn the skill and art of the shadow puppet 

performance by direct observation and example. This custom is still observed 

in such disciplines as drumming and constitutes a viable alternative to 

commercial teaching methodology and practice. This Dalang-santri or Guru-

santri   type of relationship, continued after Islam came to the archipelago in 

the form of Kyai-santri and Nyai-santri (the female term for Kyai) 

relationships. 17 

 

In further support of his view that pesantren have an Indonesian origin, Madjid 

provides an analysis of the word Kyai (for male) and Nyai (for female). He argues 

that the word Kyai comes from a Javanese word ‘Yai’ sometimes written as Yahi, 

meaning old. In Javanese the word denotes respect or sacredness and was a term 

applied to a grandfather, Yahi, or grandmother Nyai. The corresponding Arabic term 

is Sheikh, which also means old, and is a title applied to a religious person.18  

                                                 
17 The process of learning from the Guru or Kyai is also related to farming activities, which is the literal 
meaning of cantrik. As it is common for Kyais to own land, cantrik describes a system whereby the 
santri is provided with free food and accommodation (in Javanese called ngenger) in the Kyai’s house. 
In return, the santri acts as a voluntary laborer for the Kyai either in his house or on his farm. A typical 
schedule of a santri would consist of regular work during the day, and attending lessons in the early 
morning and evenings held by a Kyai or a senior santri. 
 
18 The Arabic word Sheikh ــــ`a9اbـــ( ) is commonly used in the Arab communities in four different 
ways: 1) A title/degree given to a University graduate in Islamic studies; 2) A title given by community 
members to religious leaders and experts; 3) A title used by community members to call some elders or 
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On the origin of pesantren, Muhammad M. Basyuni, the Indonesian Minister of 

Religious Affairs makes the following remarks (Interview November 2007): 

 

If we look at the history of the coming of Islam to Indonesia, we find 
that it begun from Pasai and Aceh. But we didn’t see any pesantren 
over there nor do we see it in West Sumatra either. I tend to say that 
pesantren exists only in Java and in my view this is a continuation of 
the Hindus who studied their religion from their monk. This can also 
be seen through the obedience of santri to their Kyai, similar to that of 
the Hindus to their monk. Although this practice was not quite the 
same we can see it among the Hindus in Bali today. Another similarity 
is that the Kyai were not paid, on the contrary if they possess 
something more than what they need for themselves they would put 
their money into the pesantren.  

 

It is usual for a Kyai to attend the Hajj (pilgrimage) because he is financially secure. 

It is also common practice for him to extend his stay in Mecca to increase his 

knowledge of Islam. After returning from Mecca people would refer to a Kyai as Kyai 

Haji. The process of learning from the Kyai is called ngaji, an active verb or from the 

word aji which means pure or sacred. Another root form can be seen in the word aji-

aji, which means amulet or talisman. So ngaji means looking for something valuable, 

or making oneself aji or respectable. Regardless of the origin of the words ngaji, 

santri and kyai, the activity of ngaji is to purify. In terms of aji the conduct of the 

santri is considered to be strengthened by his surrender to the Kyai, to whom he pays 

the respect due to the Kyai’s authority and Hajj experience.  

 

A. H. Dasuki (1974: 48) claims that the pesantren have incorporated influences from 

Sufis as there are Kyai who adopted the teachings of Sufism and became followers of 

a particular guru. This influence is evident in the dominant role of the Kyai in both 

Sufism and pesantren. In both the pesantren and the Sufi world an unequivocal degree 

of obedience and respect is paid to a Kyai or guru by the santris. Further parallels are 

found in the activities of zikir and wirid within pesantren. These are also the main 

pillars of Sufism. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
any respected person to show respect; 4) Official title used by government officials and leaders in Arab 
Gulf countries. 
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Although not identical, Dasuki’s view is similar to that of Amin Haidari, Director of 

Directorate of Religious Education and Pesantren, Indonesian Department of 

Religious Affairs who asserts: “Pesantren started from a small group of students 

gathering for religious lessons. It started from about 6-7 people who study under one 

Kyai as their teacher, but the number slowly grew and increased.”19 He added that 

there are also elements “brought into the country by our scholars who returned after 

their study in the Middle East such as Mekkah, Yemen and Cairo.” (Interview 

November 2007). 20 

  

An examination of the history of Islam in Indonesia provides evidence that pesantren 

are the original religious educational institutions particularly prior to the 

establishment of formal religious educational institutions known as madrasah 

(Arabic, literally means school). Soon after Islam entered through traders from India, 

Persia and Yemen, pesantren played a significant role in its promulgation (Arnold, 

1913: 364).  A booklet published by the Department of Religious Affairs (1988: 6) 

alludes to pondok pesantren as the oldest Islamic educational institution in Indonesia 

and commends its proven role and ability in producing Muslim scholars and in 

educating the community in general. In addition, Pondok Pesantren has also 

successfully established and strengthened the spirit of self-employment (semangat 

kewiraswastaan). The santris are educated to be self-sufficient and not to rely on 

others for their employment. 21 

                                                 
19 An example that can be cited in this regard is the pesantren that was established by Abu Bakar 
Baasyir and a few of the Gontor’s alumni. In 1965 while he was a student at Al-Irshad University in 
Solo, Baasyir started teaching some youth at the Masjid Agung (Grand Mosque) in Solo after zuhr 

(midday prayer) attended by 4 to 5 children. By time the number increased they established a madrasah 
at Jalan Gading Kidul 72A Solo.  As some students came from distant areas, there was a need to 
accommodate them for practical reason. A hostel with a mosque was built in 1972 and by this time a 
pesantren came into exist with 30 students. However as there was not enough space in the area and the 
number of students continued to increase they decided to move the campus to the village of Ngruki 
where pesantren of Al-Mukmin exists today (Interview with Abu Bakar Baasyir April 2003). 

 
20 From the early period of the Islamic era in Indonesia, the preachers stressed Islamic teaching as well 
as Qur’anic recitation. The first preachers were known to be Sufis or those who were influenced by 
Sufism. One method of preaching Islam was achieved through the establishment of institutions for 
Islamic learning and practice. These institutions are recognised as pondok-pesantren. The founders of 
the pondok-pesantren were Walis (Saints) who played a major role in spreading Islam in the 
archipelago. 
 
21 The spirit of patriotism and resistance to colonialism were also powerful themes of education in 
pesantren. Pesantren are consequently regarded as a source of rebellious action or resistance to colonial 
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This booklet also notes that there is no clear evidence or comprehensive record to 

suggest when the pesantren were first established in Indonesia. But the booklet claims 

that historians agree the pondok pesantren is representative of indigenous culture, or a 

‘newly traditional’ form of Indonesia’s original or pre-colonial culture. On this point 

Wahid argues that pesantren are distinguished from other religious educational 

institutions by three elements that together constitute a “pesantren sub-culture” 

(Wahid in Oepen and Wolfgang 1987: 197). First, a pesantren has its own leadership 

separate from the government leadership of the village; second, it possesses a 

‘universal’ literature that has been nurtured through the centuries; and third its value 

system is separate from the value system adhered to by the outside community. 

Wahid’s suggestions are especially applicable to traditional pesantren as modern 

pesantren can be considered ‘in-between’ in that they “provide the terrain . . . that 

initiate(s) new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and 

contestation” in their interaction with the outside community (Bhabha 1994: 1-2). 

However, in respect to curricula and literature each pesantren decides independently 

on what is used. 22 

 

As a result it is quite common for a student (santri) who has spent a long time in a 

pesantren and has advanced in his study to further specialize on a certain subject of 

his interest.  He will look for a certain pesantren, in which the Kyai is a specialist on 

subject of his interest. Santri would know that if they want to specialize in Nahwu and 

                                                                                                                                            
powers of the Dutch and Japanese as they played a dominant role in the struggle to gain Indonesian 
independence from colonial powers.  
 
22 While these views on the origin of pesantren have validity there are also differing and equally viable 
points of view. There are at least four elements that need to be addressed. First, whether similar or 
identical institutions were available in India or countries where Buddhism and/or Hinduism existed. 
Second, if such an institution existed in Indonesia before Islam, would it have survived into the 
present? If pesantren did exist in Indonesia before Islam, evidence of their existence must have 
survived. Third, a similar system remains in use today for religious studies in Mecca and Cairo. In 
Mecca the Darul Ulum educational institution, where Indonesian ‘santri’ study Islam, such as Al-Azhar 
University in Cairo has a section that has retained a traditional system, very similar to that of the 
pesantren system. It is known as halaqah (an Arabic word Pــــc�d which literally means circle). Its 
counterpart pesantren are called sorogan or bandongan. In both systems, the teacher or Kyai reads 
from a textbook and the students or santri write the translation of the text in their books. This system is 
used for students at an advanced level. At the beginner’s level, the student reads from the textbook and 
the teacher or Kyai listens to him and corrects his reading if necessary.  In line with the third argument, 
there is a further term, pondok, used in Java and Madura for pesantren (Dhofier 1999: 2). It is derived 
from the Arabic funduq, meaning place to stay, dwelling, hut, and in modern times, hotel. At Al-Azhar 
University, the students live in hostels known as Ruwak. Today, the Ruwak for Indonesian students is 
still in existence and attached to the Al-Azhar Mosque (Writer’s recollection).  
 
 



 36 

Sarf (Arabic grammar and morphology) they should go to pesantren A; if they want to 

specialize in Fiqh (Islamic Jurisprudence), they should go to pesantren B, etc. The 

specialization of a pesantren basically depends on the expertise of the Kyai, the leader 

of the pesantren.  

 

2. Pesantren, Sufism and the spread of Islam in Indonesia 

Pesantren have been an important agent in the spread of Islam throughout Indonesia. 

Therefore clarification of the historical facts concerning the spread of Islam in the 

Archipelago is necessary. 

 

2.1. The arrival of Islam in Indonesia 

There are differing versions as to when and how Islam arrived in Indonesia. It is 

believed that Islam came to Indonesia in the twelfth century. This is disputed by 

Abubakar Atjeh (1971: 17-18) who claims it arrived before the tenth century and 

elaborates this point in great detail using evidence from both Western and local 

historians.  Mahmud Yunus (1979: 11) notes that Marco Polo on his return journey 

from China came to Aceh in 1292. He found in Perlak, one of the largest seaports in 

Aceh, people who proclaimed Islam as their faith.  

 

Another version asserts that Ibnu Battutha, the famous Moroccan adventurer, on his 

trip to and from China in 1325 came to Pasai in Aceh. At that time Pasai was already 

an Islamic kingdom ruled by a king known as Al-Malikuz-Zahir. From Aceh, Islam 

spread to Malaka, West Sumatra, Java, Sulawesi, Ambon and the Philippines. The 

emergence of Islamic kingdoms in those areas presents clear evidence of the strength 

of the Islamic influence among the population. Islam was gradually adopted as a faith 

across all levels of society from the general population to the highest authorities in 

every area or kingdom. 

 

C.A.O. van Nieuwenhuijze (1958: 35-36) argues that particular factors that may have 

promoted the spread of Islam in Indonesia. One of these, he claims, is that the 

influence exerted by Hinduism and Buddhism upon the Indonesian way of life was 

superficial. Others are more inclined to think that pre-Islamic Indonesian society was 

powerfully influenced by the caste system that had been introduced with Hinduism. 
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Extrapolating from this reasoning, it is feasible to see Indonesians as having embraced 

Islam in order to liberate themselves from the yoke of caste. 

 

2.2. The role of Sufis in spreading Islam 

The prevailing interpretation, however, is that the spread of Islam was due to the work 

of Sufis (Woodward 1989: 96),  known for their tolerance of traditional customs and 

habits of thought that ran contrary to the strict practice of Islamic Unitarianism. In 

Java for instance, such Sufis are known as Wali (Arabic: �tو Waliyy: Saint). The 

prominent Wali were said to be nine in number and became known as the Wali Sanga 

(Javanese: Nine Saints). The Wali Sanga are recognized popularly for their role in 

spreading Islam in Java. They adopted local customs and cultural events, such as a 

wayang kulit (puppet show), which originated in the Hindu tradition. However they 

adapted these local practices by incorporating Islamic stories into them. In this way 

they succeeded in conveying the message of Islam to the people by non-disruptive 

and uncontroversial means. As acknowledgment of their efforts in spreading Islam, 

the government of Indonesia has named the State Islamic Institutes (Institut Agama 

Islam Negeri=I.A.I.N.) in Java after specific wali.23 

 

In his study on Islam in Java, Mark Woodward (1989: 96) outlines the role of Saints, 

especially the Nine Wali (Wali Sanga) in spreading Islam, as follows: 

 
Saints are as much a part of Sufism as metaphysical speculation and 
textual exegesis are. They perform miracles, are sources of blessing, 
and provide an important link between intellectualized and popular 
traditions. Pilgrimage to their tombs and other shrines is one of the 
most common features of Muslim piety. In Java there is an extensive 
literature on the lives of local saints that illustrates both the theological 
orientation of traditional Islam and the links between the royal and 
santri traditions. The most widely known santri saints are the nine wali 
who are said to have been instrumental in the establishment of Islam in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  
 
  

On the issue of pilgrimage to tombs and shrines, in particular the nine Wali in Java, 

James Fox (1989: 1) provides a useful general analyse:  

                                                 
23 For a brief account on Sufi in Indonesia, see A.H. Johns, ‘Aspects of Sufi Thought in India and 
Indonesia in the first half of the 17th Century’ JM BRAS, vol. XXVIII, 1955, pp. 70-77. 
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Throughout the Islamic world, visits to the tombs of the saints and 
holy men of Islam are an accepted act of piety. On Java, as well as 
elsewhere in Indonesia, such visits to holy tombs are a well-
established practice. The Arabic term, ziarah is used both in 
Indonesian and in Javanese to refer to these visitations. On Java, 
however, the practice of ziarah has been taken up in a wider tradition. 
Ziarah has been ‘javanised’: pious practice has been combined with 
various traditional ideas and extended, in some cases, beyond the 
realm of orthodoxy. Visits to tombs of all sorts are now included 
under the rubric of ziarah. Frequent visits are made not just to the 
tombs of the Muslim saints (wali) or of Islamic rulers and high nobles 
of Java but also to numerous sacred sites (pundhen), many of which 
are of ancient origin and are made up to appear as ‘tombs’ … What is 
considered permissible in popular Islamic practice on Java often 
strains the standards of acceptability of Modernist Muslims. 
 

 
The influence of Sufism is still very strong among the Javanese santri especially 

among those who live in the rural areas. This phenomenon attests to the success of the 

wali in spreading Islam in Indonesia. The inspiration left by the wali in the Javanese 

community is more spiritual than theological. They did not bequeath religious 

doctrines or teachings to the people such as those imparted by the Imams of the four 

Islamic schools of thought (mazhab). However the spiritual motivation of the wali 

inspired people to follow them.      

 

Of the nine saints, Sunan Kalijaga is the most famous. In his article “Sunan Kalijaga 

and the Rise of Mataram” James Fox (1997: 193) acknowledges their remarkable and 

significant role in the Babad Tanah Jawi: 24 

Among the various Muslim saints in the Babad Tanah Jawi, there is one 
figure who stands out as the spiritual patron of the kingdom of 
Mataram. This is the Muslim saint or Wali, Sunan Kalijaga. In the 
Babad, Sunan Kalijaga is a figure of considerable mystery who spans 

                                                 
24 Babad Tanah Jawi, (Javanese, often translated into English as “History or Chronicle of the land of 
Java”) is a generic title for a large number of manuscripts written in Javanese language.  Their 
arrangements and details vary, and no copies of any of the manuscripts are older than the eighteenth 
century. Due to the scarcity and limitations of primary historical records, Babad Tanah Jawi is one of a 
number of accounts of Indonesian legends that scholars use to help illuminate aspects of the spread of 
Islam in Indonesia. 
Although most of the manuscripts accept the convention of nine saints, a number lists ten. These names 
commonly appear throughout the Babad Tanah Jawi texts: 1) Sunan Ngambel-Denta, 2) Sunan Kudus, 
3) Sunan Murya, 4) Sunan Bonang, 5) Sunan Giri, 6) Sunan Kalijaga, 7) Sunan Sitijenar, 8) Sunan 
Gunungjati, 9) Sunan Walilanang, 10) Sunan Bayat (an oft-mentioned tenth saint). Their names and 
relationships vary across the texts to the extent that perfect reduction and agreement between them is 
not possible. 
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the generations from Majapahit to Mataram. Born during Brawijaya’s 
rule in Majapahit, Sunan Kalijaga fashions the central pillar of the great 
mosque of the kingdom of Demak; he is teacher of the ruler of Pajang; 
and he makes his last appearance to advise Senopati who stands on the 
verge of the founding of Mataram. Throughout the Babad, by word and 
deed, he foretells the rise of Mataram and intervenes, at critical 
moments, to see that ancestors of Mataram succeed to their destiny. He 
also transmits across generations pieces of regalia that will be the pride 
of Mataram.   

 

Sunan Kalijaga is portrayed as a bandit, a defender of the shari’ah, a Sufi, and 

teacher, mystical guide, and ritual officiant for the early Mataram kings. According to 

the Babad literature and oral tradition, his career stretches from the last days of 

Majapahit to the founding of the Mataram—a period of over two centuries (ibid: 97). 

A Sunan Kalijaga legend tells how he accepted Islam without having read Al-Quran 

or entered a mosque or heard a prayer. He accepted Islam through an inner change of 

heart brought on by a form of yoga-like psychic discipline that was the core act of the 

Indic tradition from which his faith emerged (Geertz, 1968: 29).  

 

Geertz presents Sunan Kalijaga as an example of an ideal type of Javanese Islam, and 

his conversion experience as proof of his theory that Mataram was little more than, in 

Geertz’ terms, an ‘Islamicized Majapahit’ (Woodward, 1989: 97). Sunan Kalijaga, as 

the Babad relates, came from a noble family. His father was a prince of Majapahit. He 

underwent a special process to become a Wali after showing total obedience to his 

guru Sunan Bonang—another member of Wali Sanga— and following his teachings.  

 

The significance of the history of Sunan Kalijaga and other Wali Sanga lies in their 

success in spreading Islam in Indonesia by adopting a cultural approach. They 

recognised that tradition and culture do not inscribe an unalterable pre-given identity 

but can be modified by revision and reconstruction. The old Javanese culture was 

known to have a strong relationship with Hinduism and Buddhism. Instead of 

declaring that these cultures were in conflict with the teachings of Islam the Wali 

incorporated collaborative and dialogical versions of them as a means of engaging the 

people and inaugurating historical transformation. These factors contributed to the 

rapid spread of Islam in the early period. Prominent among them is flexibility and 

concession to local customs. And as A.H. Dasuki (1974: 5-6) states, there are 
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additional factors such as the simplicity and intelligibility of Islamic teachings that 

have also contributed to the spread of Islam. 25 

 

The wayang (shadow puppet performance) serves as an example. Woodward observes 

that devout kejawen Muslims feel that wayang embodies the essence of philosophical 

truth and ethics, and that it defines above all else what it means to be Javanese. 

Comparing wayang with the philosophical teaching of Sufism in the existence of God, 

Woodward (1989: 219) makes the following remarks: 

 
These parallel interpretations suggest that it is necessary to rethink the 
widely held view that the wayang tradition – or, more precisely, the 
Javanese interpretation of it – is a legacy of the Hindu past. They also 
suggest that we should take Javanese myths that the tradition was 
invented by Sunan Kalijaga (or Sultan Agung) more seriously. I do not 
mean to suggest that wayang does not predate Islam. It clearly does. 
However, these data, and those presented below, indicate that Islam has 
had a profound impact on the meaning of the tradition. It also suggests 
that the Muslims, and particularly the Sufis, who carried their faith to 
Java would not necessarily have seen whatever form of wayang existed 
at the time as shirk.26      

 

The spread of Islam and the development of pesantren in the Archipelago occurred 

concurrently. After Islam established a stronghold in certain areas in the archipelago, 

there emerged a new phenomenon, that is, the establishment of a new type of Islamic 

educational institution known as pesantren or pondok or pondok-pesantren. In the 

later periods of the history of Islam in Indonesia, this educational institution played a 

major role in the spread of Islam and the changes that took place in the Islamic 

community in Indonesia.   
                                                 
25 Although there is no doubt that the these factors contributed significantly to the spread of Islam in 
the Archipelago it is also necessary to bear in mind the fact that the first people to bring Islam were 
traders, who came to the Archipelago to sell and buy products, such as spices. These trader’s dealings 
with local people aroused their interest in the foreigners’ religion. This interest in all probability arose 
because the people were impressed by the way the traders conducted themselves.  
 
26 The wayang was a traditional aspect of Javanese culture deeply rooted in the life of the people and 
the Wali saw it as an appropriate tool to introduce Islam. They ‘reinvented the tradition’ by modifying 
and flavouring its stories with Islamic characteristics. Some names used and terms introduced are taken 
from Arabic words. This initiation proved successful in introducing Islam to people, who were 
followers of Hinduism and Buddhism. The ‘newly traditional Wayang’ now forms an intrinsic part of 
Javanese culture. The idea of Walisanga, which was highly successful in spreading Islam in Indonesia, 
is acknowledged by people in contemporary Islam in Java. People regard the works of these Walis as a 
model for flexibility and tolerance. Their perceived wisdom brought forth a positive response from 
people, even when it demanded adjustments to their own beliefs and way of life. 
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Soebardi and Anthony Johns, as quoted by Zamachsyari Dhofier (1999: 2) in his book 

The Pesantren Tradition, recognize the important role of pesantren in spreading Islam 

in Indonesia: 

 
It is such educational institutions, which are crucial to the Islamic 
character of any Muslim city-state, and the further local diffusion of 
Islam. It is from such institutions, little indeed as we know of them, that 
derive a large proportion of the manuscripts (MSS) relating to Islamic 
learning from our (South East Asia) region, beginning with the very small 
number taken home by the first voyages of the Dutch and British trading 
companies from the end of the sixteenth century onwards. It is from local 
studies of states and institutions of this kind that any genuine history must 
begin, for they (the Islamic states and educational institutions) are the 
lynchpins of Islamisation in the region. 

 
 
3. The Social functions of Pesantren and Kyai Leadership 

Two important aspects in the development of pesantren and their reforming influence 

are the expanding function of this institution and the role of the Kyai’s leadership.  In 

this section I shall deal with the social functions and dual function of pesantren in 

general and the Kyai leadership in particular in order to appreciate the extent to which 

Pesantren Gontor distinguishes itself from other pesantren in its reform. 

 

The early history of pesantren suggests that these traditional educational institutions 

were established by their leaders, the Kyais, as a means to provide education for 

Muslims living in rural areas. As the vast majority of Indonesian Muslims live in 

villages the pesantren gradually came to exert influence on the daily lives of the 

villagers. The success of a pesantren and the increasing impact of the institution on 

the surrounding community inevitably also enhance the reputation of the Kyai and his 

functions.  

 

Sutjipto Wirosardjono (1985: i) has elaborated the important role of pesantren in 

enhancing social change and development: 

 
Thus, efforts to reactualise the teachings of this religion (Islam) become 
the key factor for enhancing social development. Social change and 
human enhancement in Islamic society could be initiated by making 
those teachings contextual to the everyday reality of Muslim life. One of 
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the traditional institutions, which bears this function, is the pesantren. It 
has a deeply rooted social context and enormous influence upon the life 
and conduct of the surrounding society at large. It has most of the 
necessary elements for inducing social change in traditional society; it 
has one or more charismatic leaders, the Kyai, and has sufficiently 
strong leverage to the bureaucratic community and a good vision of 
human destiny in Islam.  

  
 
The pesantren’s main message is focused on morality building and spiritual 

enhancement.  This message is partly the result of the influence of Sufism, (Madjid 

1977), (McVey (1983), (Steenbrink 1986). Madjid (Ibid: 64-65) suggests that within 

pesantren tradition tasawuf is commonly known in the form of  tarekat (Arabic 

Pــcefg9ا literally means ‘way’ or ‘means’) with the practice of wirid and zikir (Aِrabic  

داi9ر  and   fآــk9ا  both meaning remembrance of God) as its main teaching. Tasawuf 

also involves high respect of the students for their teacher, to the extent that the 

students should not question the Kyai on any subject he teaches them.27  

 

Under the leadership of the Kyai pesantren maintained a strong resistance to Dutch 

colonial rule, including their education system. It is the Kyai, as leaders of those 

pesantren, who motivated the people to stand firmly against colonial rulers, as noted 

by Sidney Jones (1991: 124) in her comments:  

It was the kyai’s reputed magical powers and capacity to confer 
invulnerability through Quranic incantations combined with his 
antipathy toward the bureaucracy that made him a natural leader of the 
peasantry in the agrarian rebellions that flared up in Java throughout 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 
Pesantren are unique traditional institutions and are crucial to any discussion of the 

Islamic community in Indonesia and the social changes that have occurred. For 

centuries the role of the pesantren as a rural-based educational and religious 

institution for Muslims in Indonesia has been highly significant both in terms of 

education and social change. Wirosardjono argues (1988:63) that despite criticism of 

the orthodoxy of their approach and rigidity of their teaching in terms of rules of 

                                                 
27 The etiquette of Santri-Guru/Kyai relationship is well spelt out in a book titled “Ta’lim al-
Muta’allim” (Arabic l�9ـــــ ا>��  ?ــ?mــــــ>`   the Teaching of the Learner). The book is a classical text 
(‘kitab kuning’, yellow book) used in most traditional pesantren. 
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conduct and strict interpretation of the Qur’an and Hadith, the pesantren have and in 

fact still do influence all spheres of life among devout Muslims in rural Indonesia.   

 

More recently, in an effort to improve the management system from within, Kyais of 

certain pesantren have established a Legal Body (Badan Hukum) known as Badan 

Wakaf or Yayasan Wakaf (Endowment or Foundation). This body functions as the 

legal holder of authority for the pesantren, meaning that the Kyai divests his authority 

in favor of this body. Although independent this body remains beholden to the Kyai 

and his influence cannot be ignored. However, the Kyai can no longer act on his own 

merit in making decisions. While the Badan wakaf functions as the authority holder, 

the Yayasan Wakaf in most cases acts as an executive body to implements the 

decisions made by the first body. 

 

 3.1. Kyai as Pesantren Leader 

Samudja Asjari (1967: 184) has defined the role of Kyai into four categories: 

- Kyai as Leader of his pesantren, 

- Kyai as Leader of the community, 

- Kyai as Teacher of religion, 

- Kyai as Preacher. 

 

These descriptions relate to the activities the kyai undertakes. Generally speaking, all 

Kyais will exhibit these attributes. However, the Kyais are unquestionably dominant 

in their pesantren and in public life. On the role of the Kyai’s leadership in the 

pesantren, Abdurrahman Wahid in his work Principles of Pesantren Education argues 

that santri accept their Kyai’s leadership because they believe in the concept of 

barakah which is based on the Sufi doctrine of emanation. However, this form of 

acceptance is also found in the pre-Islamic, Hindu-Buddhist guru-santri relationships 

(Wahid, 1987: 198). 

 

As the Kyai became a community leader, the pesantren also came to expand its 

function beyond its original boundaries and contributed to the social transformation of 

the surrounding community. It becomes clear, as Jones notes (1991: 27-28), that 

pesantren were increasingly required to emulate community development centres. In 
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performing this role pesantrens have at times been referred to as agents of 

development, cultural brokers, or alternative education institutions.  

 

The pesantren leader—the Kyai—is the keeper of religious sciences par excellence, as 

Wirosardjono has asserted (1988: 63). Any development in religious thinking and 

interpretation extraneous to the leading popular centres of Islamic educational and 

religious instruction (the pesantren) would fail to have an impact on the way of life 

and general attitude of the Muslim community, particularly in rural areas. It is 

important, therefore, to examine the multiple functions of pesantren under the 

leadership of Kyai before discussing Pesantren Gontor, which has endeavoured to 

fulfil same fanctions. The Kyai initiates the establishment of a pesantren on his own 

land and using his own money. The santri who come to the pesantren and study with 

the Kyai then assist him to construct the building and to equip it. The building 

consists of a dormitory and classrooms. The campus also usually includes the mosque 

(Zarkasyi 1974: 12). 

  

In the world of pesantren, the Kyai is the sole authority in decision making, because 

he is the founder and the legal owner, and this even continues after his death through 

his heirs. The common practice is for him to appoint senior santri to be his deputies or 

assistants in running the day-to-day affairs of the pesantren. Yet, he retains full 

authority in decision-making.  Unlike Pesantren Gontor, the position of the Kyai as 

leader of a pesantren been generally been absolute and unchallenged, because of the 

fact he is not only a leader and teacher, but also the holder of authority. The santri-

Kyai relationship is coloured by these elements. 

 

 3.2. Kyai as Community Leader 

The Kyai’s role as leader therefore does not only exist within a pesantren but also 

extends to the surrounding community. Neither is it limited necessarily to the village 

surrounding his pesantren, but may well extend to the district or regional level. The 

role of the Kyai, therefore, has developed to become not only ukhrawi (spiritual) 

leader but also duniawi (worldly) leader (Asjari 1967: 246).  

 

 The Kyai in his capacity as leader of his pesantren includes, in practical terms, the 

role of community leader because of his influence, charisma and knowledge of 
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religion.28  And, as pesantren developed to become ‘community development agents’ 

this inevitably leads to a leadership role for the Kyai in his community. The scope of 

this leadership depends partly on the size of the Kyai’s pesantren and his charisma, 

knowledge and leadership skills. A Kyai running a small pesantren will in all 

likelihood have only a slight influence in his community, probably limited to the 

village level. The Kyai of a middle sized pesantren may have a leadership that covers 

the province while the Kyai who leads a ‘large pesantren’, may have an influence that 

extends beyond the community and the provincial level to reach a national level. He 

may become a leader of a national organisation or a political party. During the period 

following independence until the earlier era of the New Order, Ministers for Religious 

Affairs were Kyai who were also leaders of pesantren. 

In her unpublished research in Kediri, Sidney Jones is quoted by Wahid as claiming 

that Kyai leadership outside the Pesantren develops into a fully fledged patron-client 

relationship.  The powerful Kyai of the ‘mother pesantren’ gains a province-wide 

acceptance of his authority from government officials, political leaders and the rich 

(ibid: 199). Similar comments have been made by Hasyim (1969), Abdul Rahman 

(1997, Buresh (2002) and Basyuni (2007). This patron-client relationship underlines 

the power of a Kyai’s influence in the society outside his pesantren. Their influence 

develops from the bottom-up in accordance with the acceptance of the Kyai as a 

community leader without an official appointment, although Jones does not elaborate 

the extent of this leadership. Karel A. Steenbrink has also discussed Kyais as 

community leaders: 

 

In general, leaders of the Muslim community at the beginning of this 
century can be divided into two groups: First, consist of government 
employees, who look after the mosques in big cities and who hold 
positions as members of religious court, and at the same time as 
advisers to general court. These leaders are usually Chairmen of 
Religious Courts who are also Chiefs of Office of Religious Affairs at 
regional level.  Second, Religious Teachers. If they lead pesantren, 
they are called Kyai, Ulama or Sheikh, a title for Senior respected 
Teachers in a wider scope. (Steenbrink 1974: 107)    

 

                                                 
28 Clifford Geertz (1960: 180) describes the Kyais as “curers, counselors, teachers, and scholars, and 
the men of top prestige within the ummat”. His description of Kyais as teachers and scholars is without 
doubt an accurate portrayal, but not all Kyais are curers. This function has decreased over time with the 
concomitant growth of the Kyai as a ‘community leader’.   
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The Kyai is widely known as a ‘non-formal leader’. He is not appointed or elected to 

the position, and there is no structure or hierarchy attached to his position outside 

pesantren. However both the community and formal leaders such as bureaucrats pay 

heed to him, especially at the rural and district level show respect to the Kyais 

because they are dependent on the influence of the Kyai to convey their message to 

the ordinary people.29 

 

3.3. Kyai as a Charismatic leader 

The word ‘charisma’ is derived from a Greek word, which literally means a ‘gift’. 

This gift is in the form of power to inspire devotion and enthusiasm. In general terms, 

it means a gift from God, i.e. when He calls a person to give him/her a certain 

advantage such as the capacity to be a leader (Effendy, 1990: 5). This gift of 

leadership believed to be from God also exists in Islam and is called karamah, 

sometimes also written as karama, and means ‘nobility’. There are scholars who 

interpret this as meaning that the person or the leader who has been given ‘karamah’ 

is considered to be a noble man in the eyes of God. The person who has reached this 

ultimate level of nobility is called ‘Wali’ (Arabic �tو /Waliyy) which literally means 

Master or Saint. Max Weber identified a religious authority as a ‘charismatic 

authority’, an authority whose legitimacy is based on devotion to purity, heroism and 

qualities adopted from a person and from the form of order shown by him (Weber, 

1974: 328). 

 

Although elements of a charismatic authority may exist in every leadership, a 

charismatic leader is distinguished from other leaders by his ability to create 

enthusiasm and to inspire loyalty to him/herself personally. The leader is 

acknowledged as having an unseen and extraordinary power, given only to certain 

people. Kyai belong to this category and are regarded as charismatic leaders 

                                                 
29 One of the alumni of Pesantren Pabelan in Magelang told me during an interview that the Regent 
(Bupati) of Magelang had developed a very close relationship with the late Kyai Hamam Ja’far, the 
founder and leader of Pesantren Pabelan. The Regent paid a regular visit to Pabelan and discussed with 
him the affairs of the development in the region, and asked Kyai Ja’far for assistance as to how to 
involve people within his territory in the development process (Interview April 2003). Kyai Abdullah 
Syukri of Gontor has made a similar comment: “When Gontor built the new campus for Darussalam 
Institute of Islamic Studies at Demangan village in 1995, the Regent (Bupati) of Ponorogo, because of 
our close relationship with him, he provided funds to construct the road to the new campus.” (Interview 
April 2004).    
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regardless of the scope of their influence. According to Hiroko Harikoshi (1993: 211), 

Kyai can be distinguished from Ulama by their greater charisma. Although Kyai are 

attached to religious educational institutions, generally a pesantren, this is not 

necessarily true of Ulama. A Kyai therefore exerts greater influence and enjoys the 

support of the grass roots population within the pesantren or the community.  

 

The extraordinary power shown by Kyais as sign of their charisma is evident in 

numerous stories or legends. During the 1950s, one of the Kyais of Pesantren 

Payaman, Magelang in Central Java was recorded to have performed a Friday prayer 

at Mecca and returned on the same day. Another Kyai of Pesantren Bendo, Kediri in 

East Java, Kyai Khozin was said to have defended his pesantren from an attack by a 

mob during the 1960s by fencing the complex with a piece of string. A helicopter of 

the Air Force of the East Java Regional Command supported the attack, because the 

Communists, who masterminded it, had successfully influenced the Air Force. 

Nevertheless this operation failed because of the charisma of the Kyai (Effendy 1990: 

5-6). However, not every Kyai is considered to possess such extraordinary power, it is 

‘a privilege’ bestowed on certain people. 

 

Large pesantren are distinguished from smaller ones by a number of elements. These 

include the number of santri studying in the pesantren, the size of its campus 

including its mosque, the level of its education and teaching, the origin of the santris 

who attend the pesantren and also the external relations of this pesantren with other 

organisations, bodies and agencies, government and private. The large pesantren have 

santris who come from great distances including overseas. The santris of Pesantren 

Tebuireng in Jombang or Lirboyo in Kediri for example come from all areas of 

Indonesia and from Malaysia. The santris of Pesantren Gontor in Ponorogo come 

from all areas of Indonesia and also from: Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, Japan, 

Suriname, USA, Holland, Somalia and Australia. 

  

Smaller pesantren possess a smaller number of santri and a small campus with limited 

and simple facilities. This type of pesantren is led by Kyai with limited influence and 

contact with the outside world. Its santri come from the surrounding villages and are 

comprised of people from a low economic stratum. The type and number of books or 

subjects taught in a small pesantren is also limited, and depends on the level of 



 48 

knowledge of the Kyai and, if any, of his assistant. Examples of this type of pesantren 

are Pesantren Durisawo in Ponorogo and Pesantren Mranggen in Demak, Semarang. 

 

The position of Kyai is not gained by government appointment or popular election, 

but it is a spontaneous acknowledgment from santri and community members in their 

pesantren and surrounding community. In a traditional society a person could be 

called ‘Kyai’ because he was accepted by community members, because people came 

to him seeking advice, or sent their children to learn from him.30 There is no formal 

requirement for a person to be called Kyai. There are, however, commonly cited 

informal requirements that must be fulfilled. Aboebakar Atjeh in his book Wahid 

Hasyim Asyari: Hidup dan Perjuangannya listed these requirements as including: 1. 

His knowledge, 2. His piety, 3. His genealogy, and 4. The number of his santri. (Atjeh 

1954: 55).       

 

This third requirement that of genealogy indicates that the son of a Kyai is also 

expected to become a Kyai. This criterion has decreased in importance as knowledge 

has come to be increasingly important. There are descendents of Kyais who cannot 

continue the role of their fathers because they lack the necessary knowledge and piety 

to take on this role. This strengthens the argument that the title Kyai is bestowed by 

people in recognition of an individual’s knowledge, personality and charisma. This is 

relevant to the Prophet Muhammad’s statement that the “Ulama (Scholars in religious 

matters) are the heirs of the Prophets” (Al-Dimashqi in Riyad Al-Salihin, 1997: 434). 

The position of the ‘Ulama’, stated in this Hadits as the heir of the Prophet, increases 

their charisma. Because Prophets are selected people who receive trust from God, 

those who have the right to inherit their position must be people with certain qualities 

who are also close to Him.31 

                                                 
30 Although there is no formal appointment for a person to be called Kyai, natural acknowledgement 
usually comes from community members. Therefore if a person tries to use the title of Kyai simply on 
a personal basis, the community usually will not pay respect to him and will not acknowledge this title. 
On the contrary, when a person has fulfilled the necessary informal criteria, the community members 
will usually honor him with the title by calling him Kyai. 
 
31 One of the Kyai’s claims to superiority is his acquisition of religious knowledge and, in particular, 
his ability to understand and interpret the Qur’an, the Holy Book of Islam. This superiority in 
mastering knowledge accompanied by a high degree of righteousness is acknowledged by his santri and 
the community members. They are therefore willing to pay respect and full obedience to him. This 
unrestrained loyalty to the Kyai is overt in the Sufi world, where ‘the santri’ see the Kyai or Guru as 
their Trust and Source of inspiration.  
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Bisry Effendy argues that the history of the emergence of the Kyais and their 

charismatic leadership, resulting in their becoming ‘public figures’, reveals that this 

achievement required a process of long ‘negotiation’ between the Kyai and the 

surrounding community. He further argues that by examining this negotiation the 

ways in which the Kyai gains acknowledgment of his charismatic leadership and 

preserves this leadership can be ascertained (Effendy1990: 6-7).32  

 

3.4. Kyai as a Cultural Broker 

Because of the location of their pesantren, most Kyai reside in rural areas and are 

among elite of their community. Kyai generally belong to the middle and upper 

classes. They own a sizeable piece of land or a farm and some have businesses, 

mostly related to farm products. Their economic position allows them to live on their 

own, so they do not have to rely on the money the santris pay for their boarding and 

education. Kyai in general put aside a portion of their money, property and wealth as 

waqf (Arabic, nو� meaning endowment) for the benefit of their pesantren. With their 

knowledge of religion, the establishment of their pesantren and their economic 

position, the Kyai enjoy the full respect from the members of their community and 

beyond. This automatically situates them as community leaders. The santri come to 

the Kyai (their pesantren) to seek knowledge and to obtain berkat (Arabic, barakah 

ــــfoPآ  meaning blessing) from the Kyai. The common people come for advice and 

religious guidance, while the bureaucrats seek direction and support concerning their 

duties in conveying the government’s message to the people.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
 
32 He provides the example of Kyai Hashim Asy’ari of Tebuireng who started building his pesantren in 
1899 despite strong resistance from the surrounding community. The people of Tebuireng, a village 
about ten km south of Jombang, East Java, at that time lived in prosperity. They had a good life largely 
because of the sugar industry built by the Dutch ruler. This employment and the prosperity they 
enjoyed had created a lifestyle that contributed to their neglect of religion. The collision between the 
old Javanese cultures which tend to be religious and the non-religious environment created by the sugar 
industries caused sensitivities among the community members. When Kyai Hashim Asy’ari opened his 
pesantren he received an unsympathetic response from the community in Tebuireng and surrounding 
area because of fear that this new institution would bring about changes in their lifestyle. It took some 
time before people came to understand his ideas and accept his charismatic leadership. Fox makes an 
interesting observation: “In making this symbolic contrast, it is important to note that just as Cukir (a 
village 7 km south of Tebuireng where another campus of the pesantren is located) was not the first 
sugar factory, Tebuireng was not the first pesantren in the Jombang area (Fox and Dirjosanjoto in May 
and O’Malley Ed.) 
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The role of the Kyai in community life began with the presence of Islam in Indonesia. 

The teachings of Islam cover not only an individual relationship with God, but also 

men’s relationships with each other. During the days of Dutch colonialism, the 

government discouraged the Sultans, the rulers of the regions and states from 

involvement in religious matters. This was designed to prevent them from inciting the 

common people to stand against the central Dutch government. Religious matters, 

therefore, remained entirely in the hands of the Kyai (Dhofier 1982: 56-57) and 

provided the Kyai with unlimited opportunity to be ‘in charge’ of the community’s 

affairs. In Javanese rural communities people came to the Kyai for advice concerning 

marriage, divorce, inheritance and decisions on important matters in private, family 

and social life. This strengthened the position and influence of the Kyai in society.  

 

Clifford Geertz (1958 vol. 2: 233-234) in his article “The Javanese Kyai: The 

Changing Role of a Cultural Broker”, wrote the following concerning the role of the 

Kyai in the social life of the community:  

The Kyai, located at the center of this pilgrimage-Islamic school 
complex, came to be, therefore, one of the most important cultural 
brokers in pre-war Java. He stood between those villagers who had 
come to think of themselves, under his tutelage, as more pious and 
orthodox than the mass of their animistic neighbors and the great 
international civilization of Islam, of which these villagers wished to 
become a part. To his former students and their families, he was 
spiritual adviser, magical curer and social superior. Commonly, too, 
he was an economic superior as well, for the pilgrimage was 
expensive, as was the maintenance of a pesantren. For the villager for 
whom Islam had become ever dimly, a living religion, the Kjai was 
both a powerful sacred figure and an influential secular one, and he 
laboured mightily to increase, in the face of an infidel government 
and an indifferent peasantry, the number of such awakened disciples.  

 
Comparing the Kyai with state authority (government officials) on their influence on 

the community Turmudi (2003: 94-97) asserts that the Kyai has more direct access to 

the community members, because of his position as an informal leader. This informal 

leadership accompanied with the religious authority, he argues, has made Kyai the 

powerful and influential. He identifies personal factors which strengthen the position 

of Kyai in the community: 1. Kyai is a person of knowledge from whom the 

community members learn, 2. Kyai is financially strong and this will give him on the 

upper hand.   
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Long before Indonesian independence, the powerful role of the Ulama and Kyai in 

wider fields of social and political life prompted the three most eminent Kyai to 

establish an organisation for traditional Ulama on 31 January 1926 called Nahdatul 

Ulama (N.U.), ‘the Awakening of the Muslim Scholars’. It is the largest traditional 

Islamic organisation in Indonesia today. The three founding members of N.U. were: 

Kyai Hasjim Asj’ari (d.1947), the leader of Pesantren Tebuireng, Jombang, Kyai 

Wahab Chasbullah (d.1971), the leader of Pesantren Tambakberas, Jombang; Kyai 

Bisri Syansuri (d.1980), the leader of Pesantren Denanyar, Jombang (Barton & Fealy 

1996: xix).33 

 

4. The Development of the Dual Function of Pesantren    

Debate on the different perceptions and views in Indonesia concerning the dichotomy 

between religious and secular subjects and where each subject should be taught is 

ongoing. The traditional perception is that public schools should teach secular 

subjects and the pesantren or madrasah (Islamic religious school) should teach 

religious subjects. This division needs to take into account historical facts about the 

role of the pesantren. Pesantren no longer function simply as educational institution 

but also as community development agents initiating religious and social changes. 

This role has, in my view, had a positive impact on different strata in the community, 

especially those who live in rural areas. 

 

It should also be noted that in the latest developments, there are pesantren that have 

included in their curriculum subjects and activities that in the past were the sole 

preserve of the secular educational institutions. Institutions that worked to have 

traditional pesantren adopt a new curriculum and system, and also to be socially and 

community oriented should not be forgotten. Abrurrahaman Wahid (1998: 3) remarks 

that in the late 1970s Islamic organisations underwent two evolutionary changes, de-

                                                 
33 In modern Indonesia, the role of Kyai or Ulama in the community strengthened, especially during the 
final period of Suharto’s regime, where government policy was in line with the interests of Muslims.  
Soeharto, in turn, needed the support of the ‘Ulama’ to remain in power. The Asian financial crisis 
ultimately brought down his regime. With the fall of Soeharto and the change of presidency to Habibie, 
Chairman of Ikatan Cendikiawan Muslim Indonesia/ICMI (Indonesian Association of Muslim 
Intellectuals) and then Abdurrahman Wahid, the former chairman of Nahdatul Ulama, the role of 
Ulama and Kyai in Indonesian political and social life gained further prominence. Abdurrahman 
Wahid, a Kyai from Pesantren Tebuireng became president with the support of Islamic groups and 
religious political parties. 
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politisasi and deversifikasi. The first refers to a process of withdrawing from overt 

political exercises (politik praktis) and focusing on what they regarded as their 

original mission in the area of da’wah (preaching on religion) and education. The 

second development was largely confined to pesantren circle. They opposed the drive 

towards unification under a head office of PB NU (Pengurus Besar Nahdlatul Ulama) 

in Jakarta. Pesantren were also actively involved in ‘social and community 

development’, which included vocational education in such areas as fishery, 

agriculture and carpentry. 

 

Modern pesantren established a system of class room teaching with a set curriculum 

similar to those used in public schools or madrasah or formal educational institutions. 

In the traditional pesantren, santri were taught by a system known as ‘sorogan’ or 

‘bandungan’. The sorogan system was used for beginners and consisted of, the Kyai 

teaching ‘each individual santri one by one’, usually in the recitation of Al-Qur’an or 

kitab kuning (yellow book) at beginners level. Each santri would read the book 

individually while the Kyai would listen and correct when necessary (Dhofier 1981: 

53). The bandungan system consisted of the Kyai reading a book and translating its 

meaning into the local language, Javanese or Indonesian. The santri under his tutelage 

would each hold the same book, and follow the Kyai’s reading. They would then 

write a translation or notes on the meaning of the text. There was no question and 

answer or any comment allowed from the santri. This system did not divide the santri 

according to their ability. Instead each santri joined the group that interested him and 

was at his level. A santri decided the level for himself and he could stay or move to 

another level or group whenever he chose. 

 

Following ‘modernisation’ within the pesantren, the old system of bandungan and 

sorogan was relegated to the past and students were divided into classroom situations 

and taught by a teacher. Students were promoted to a higher class according to their 

performance. After completing their course satisfactorily and passing their 

examinations the santri were given a certificate. Further changes included the 

introduction of new subjects to their curriculum that were previously ‘forbidden’ as 

they were considered by Kyai to be ‘secular’. These reforms also included involving 

the surrounding community in the pesantren’s activities and offering assistance by 

providing skills or expertise in areas such as agriculture, fishery and carpentry.  
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5.  Pesantren and NGOs 

A further development in pesantren modernisation has emerged as two non-

government organisations (NGOs) have expanded their activities to help pesantren to 

undertake   ‘community development’. These NGOs include the Institute for 

Research, Education and Information on Economy and Society (Lembaga Penelitian, 

Pendidikan dan Penerangan Ekonomi dan Sosial / LP3ES) and the Indonesian 

Society for Pesantren and Community Development (Perhimpunan Pengembangan 

Pesantren dan Masyarakat/ P3M). The dual role of pesantren as Islamic educational 

institutions and community development agents has been increasingly acknowledged 

by the community surrounding the pesantren, particularly following the involvement 

of these NGOs. Cooperation between pesantren and the NGOs has stimulated the 

pesantren to become more responsive and accommodating to the needs of their 

communities. 

 

The new era of pesantren development began in the early 1970s after intensive 

cooperation with non-government organisations (NGOs) took place. Although both 

the pesantren and the NGOs had social and community programs, their motives and 

approaches differed. Pesantren were motivated by a religious spirit, mission and 

da’wah to spread Islam. In this context they implemented their program of 

community development as part of implementing the message of da’wah bil 

hal/bilhal propagation (preaching on religion through community work), with the aim 

of spreading Islam or increasing religious awareness within the community. The 

NGO’s aim, on the other hand, consisted of providing guidance, information and 

assistance for the welfare and general well being of the people. With skill assistance 

and management support along with occasional financial assistance from the NGOs, 

pesantren could develop their potential through their manpower, facilities, knowledge 

of the local people and their needs, and the environment. The NGOs could supply 

management skill, technology, finance and experience that the pesantren lacked.  On 

this point Mansour Fakih (1987: 113) argues that community development as social 

development in rural areas was clearly institutionalised by the pesantren by the end of 

the 1970s. He claims that the idea originated outside the pesantren—i.e. from 

LP3ES/Lembaga Penelitian, Pendidikan dan Penerangan Ekonomi Islam dan Sosial 
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(Institute for Social and Economic Research, Education and Information), an NGO 

established in 1971. Cooperation between LP3ES and interested pesantren such as 

Pesantren Tebuireng in Jombang and Pesantren Pabelan in Magelang resulted in 

institutional infrastructure being established for rural community development. This 

inaugurated a new era of involvement in the community for pesantren. Muhammad 

Najib, the current leader of Pesantren Pabelan stated the following (Interview in April 

2003): 

Since Pesantren Pabelan formed an agreement with LP3ES in 1981, a 
lot of progress in vocational education has been made. We have 
almost become self sufficient in fish and meat supply, but what is 
more important is that the santri have acquired the know-how 
technology on fishery and cattle breeding. The pesantren aims to give 
the santri a tool to fish and not a fish to be consumed. 

 

Fakih further argues that besides being religious education institutions, pesantren now 

have dual functions: first as rural training centers developing knowledge, logical 

thinking, skills and individual development among the youth, and secondly as a social 

institution developing village community groups spiritually, economically and 

physically (Ibid: 115). 

 

The cooperation between the pesantren and the NGOs has brought immediate positive 

results. These include roles in the NGOs being filled by the pesantren and the 

emergence of social activists from the pesantren world, most of them are very young 

and enthusiastic santris. By the end of the 1970s, a group of activists from the alumni 

of different pesantren including Gontor, Tebuireng, Krapyak, Pabelan, established an 

NGO for the development of pesantren known as P3M i.e. Perhimpunan 

Pengembangan Pesantren dan Masyarakat, (the Indonesian Society for Pesantren and 

Community Development).34  

 

                                                 
34 The first chairman of P3M was Mr Nasihin Salam, a former activist of PMII (Pergerakan 

Mahasiswa Islam Indonesia), an organization of University Muslim students affiliated to NU, and a 
graduate of Pesantren Gontor. By having ‘their own’ NGO, the pesantren are in a better position to 
develop to meet the needs of the expanding and modernizing rural communities. There are pesantren 
that have been actively involved in community development on their own initiative. These include 
Pesantren Pabelan, Magelang in Central Java, Darul Fallah, Bogor in West Java and Pesantren Gontor, 
Ponorogo in East Java. 
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A further example is Pesantren An-Nuqayah, in Madura (Basyuni in Rahardjo, 1985: 

221-228). This pesantren was established in 1887 by Kyai Syarqowi, in the village of 

Guluk-guluk in Sumenep. The Kyai who had studied in Mecca for a long period 

returned with the intention of establishing this pesantren. He quickly gained support 

from other Kyai in Madura and the pesantren became famous throughout the island. It 

developed to the point that in 1984 it had 2501 santri, 1,787 male and 714 female. 

One factor behind this support was the pesantren’s commitment to serve the 

community in different fields such as providing clean water.  The nearest clean water 

supply for the surrounding villagers had been two kilometres away and Pesantren An-

Nuqayah provided taps near their homes. When this project was completed in 1981 

the people of the neighbouring village, Rembang, 11 kilometres away, asked for 

assistance for a similar project in their village. With cooperation from the people of 

the village, the project was completed and clean water made available. This pesantren 

is now undertaking other community works such as a community health service, 

youth club, cooperative, and manure acquisition. These projects have involved 

extensive interaction with the community.  

 

Collaboration with NGOs is part of the effort of Pesantren to enhance ‘preaching’ 

through community development (Arabic, da’wah bilhal �89ل�o ةi�79ا meaning 

preaching by action). Yusuf Hasyim (1987: 71) of Tebuireng claims that the ‘bilhal 

preaching’ is an essential part of doing da’wah in any community. People respond to 

it positively because it translates the values of Islam that relate to the development of 

the weak and gives support to a work ethic in practical ways. In turn, Pesantren 

become Self-Reliant Islamic Community Institutions (LSMI – Lembaga Swadaya 

Masyarakat Islam) that could participate actively in educating the disadvantaged and 

alleviating the poverty among the community members.  

 

P3M has become over time one of these self-reliant pesantren organisations. It is an 

example of pesantren developing institutionally coordinated systems to cope with 

social problems. In the 1970s a large number of the pesantren took an active part in 

the activities of LP3ES providing an indication of its potential. The impetus for 

pesantren involvement in social problems was grounded in social realities. Pesantren 

have strong roots in the lower levels of communities and have the potential to 

improve the position disadvantaged within these classes. However, the socioeconomic 
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standing of the lower classes has not altered giving rise to a fear that cultural and 

structural gaps may emerge between the santri and other community members. For 

this reason it is believed that the development and expansion of the pesantren had to 

be two-pronged. They had to develop to meet the demands of the santri for modern 

education while retaining a strong religious spirit and tradition. But they also had to 

play a key role in developing the surrounding community.  

 

P3M has developed a unit service including a cooperative, health centre and 

management and skill training centre for pesantren that undertake community 

development. This unit provides the santri with ideas, skills, methodology and 

operational techniques for community development. These are not part of traditional 

teaching in a pesantren. They also provide necessary services for community 

members.  The initial work of the unit was not easy as there were no precedents. 

Some santri still regard their presence in the pesantren as ‘strange’. The santri 

moreover are required to participate in non-traditional tasks and to adopt a system that 

incorporates such values as democracy, participation, and equality (Wahid 1987: 36).   

 

Modern pesantren such as Darul Fallah in Bogor, West Java, Pesantren Pabelan in 

Magelang, Central Java and Pesantren Gontor in Ponorogo, East Java have well-

established units dealing with community development. During my field research at 

these pesantren in 2003 it was evident they were committed to these projects as they 

were included in the community education for the santri. In Pesantren Darul Fallah, 

the student curriculum included farming practices and in Pesantren Gontor and 

Pabelan vocational education was an after-hours community education for students. 

 

On Gontor’s involvement in the surrounding community, Kyai Abdullah Syukri 

Zarkasyi, one of Gontor’s current leaders made the following comment:  

 

“In Pesantren Gontor the santri and the Kyai are both actively involved 
in the development of the surrounding community by helping with 
religious, educational, economic, social and cultural matters. In religious 
and educational matters we provide assistance in building mosques and 
madrasah and assist in running these institutions; in economic matters 
we provide guidance and assistance through opportunities to sell 
agricultural products to the pesantren. Gontor employs workers from the 
surrounding community to provide services for the santri and has 
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established community health services for nominal fees.” (Interview on 
22 April 2004). 

 

Conclusion 

The discussion in this chapter suggests that the pesantren is an Islamic educational 

institution which existed in Indonesia soon after the arrival of Islam in the 

archipelago. It emerged as a combination of elements that originated in Indonesia 

from the pre-Islamic era (of Buddhism and Hinduism), and from the Middle East as 

the source and origin of Islam.  

 

Under the umbrella of Sufism, practiced in pesantren under the name of Tarekat,  

(literally ‘way’ or ‘means’), Islam was well accepted by the local population,  

subsequently transforming  Buddhist and Hindus culture and arts into new forms 

wrapped with Islamic values and norms.  

 

The original function of pesantren is as an Islamic educational institution, with 

emphasis on religious training. However, pesantren is led by a Kyai, who is also a 

community leader. Over time, pesantren have expanded their role beyond their 

original mission to become an agent of community and social development for their 

surrounding community.  

 

This overview paves the way to a more detailed discussion on Pesantren Gontor in the 

following chapters.  
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Chapter Three 

 

THE HISTORICAL CHARACTER OF  
PESANTREN GONTOR 

 

Gontor’s modernity consisted not so much in the curriculum, in 

which the kitab kuning (classical Arabic textbooks) predominated, 

but in the concept of education, which was radically new when the 

school was established. For inspiration, the founders of Gontor 

looked not only at centres of reformist thought in Egypt (the Dar al-

`Ulum, where Abduh and Rashid Rida were active) but also at more 

modernist experiments in India, the Anglo-Muslim college of Aligarh 

and even Rabindranath Tagore’s philosophy of education and his 

Santiniketan experiment. Foreign languages – Arabic and English – 

were considered essential for widening one’s mental horizon, and the 

school obliged the santri to communicate in one of these languages 

instead of Indonesian or Javanese.  

(Martin van Bruinessen 2008: 192) 
 

 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the historical character of Pesantren Gontor, the first feature of 

the Gontor Model listed in this thesis. As part of this feature, it will examine some 

background elements that have had influence in shaping Gontor’s philosophy.  There 

are five elements under the historical character of Pesantren Gontor that I will 

examine in this chapter: 

   

• The creation of a pesantren rooted in the early history of Islam in Java: 

specifically the attempt to hark back to Pesantren Tegalsari, the most famous 

pesantren of the 18th century 

• The political-social inspiration for the creation of new kind of pesantren  

deriving from the 1926 Muktamar Alam Islamy conference in Surabaya 

• The attempt at a synthesis of four education learning centres as its 

philosophical foundation: Shangit, Aligarh, Santiniketan and Al-Azhar 

• The endeavour to establish and consolidate its new identity 

• The insistence on a pesantren that was modern, but remained traditional 
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The points of discussion of the chapter 

Based on this set of elements, the discussion in this chapter is divided into the 

following chronological sequence:  

 

Part one examines the creation of Pesantren Gontor that would be linked to the early 

history of Islam in Java: specifically the attempt to hark back to Pesantren Tegalsari, 

the most famous pesantren of the 18
th

 century. Pesantren Tegalsari, located 3 km 

southwest of Gontor existed in the second half of 18th century and is considered to 

have provided the spiritual nucleus for Pesantren Gontor. Pesantren Tegalsari became 

linked to the “Old Pesantren Gontor” through the intermarriage of their leaders. In 

turn, the “New Pesantren Gontor” was a revival of the “Old Pesantren Gontor”, which 

ceased to exist in the early 1900s.  Knowledge of Old Pesantren Gontor is based on 

limited information from the time of its establishment to the end of the nineteenth 

century. A close examination on the genealogical chart shows the relationship 

between Pesantren Tegalsari, the Old Pesantren Gontor and the New Pesantren 

Gontor.  

 

Part two discusses the political-social inspiration for the creation of new kind of 

pesantren deriving from the 1926 Muktamar Alam Islamy conference in Surabaya.  It 

examines the ideas that motivated the establishment of this pesantren and looks into 

the inspiring factors that helped shape the vision of Pesantren Gontor’s founders. This 

vision is an important element contributing to the success of the development of 

Pesantren Gontor (Brochure on Gontor 1963: 23). This part also looks into the 

connection between the founders of Pesantren Gontor and Omar Said Cokroaminoto, 

an activist of Partai Sarikat Islam Indonesia and Mas Mansur from Muhammadiyah. 

Both attended the Muktamar Alam Islamy in Surabaya in 1926 and were sent as 

delegates to attend the International Conference of the Islamic Organisation in Mekka. 

The Muktamar provided the direct motivation for Kyai Sahal, Gontor’s founder, to 

revive Pesantren Gontor  

 

Part three looks at the attempt of a synthesis of the best features of four higher 

educational institutions: Shangit in North Africa, Aligarh and Santiniketan both in 

India and Al-Azhar in Egypt. These four learning centres inspired Gontor’s founders 
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in terms of the particular advantages each institution had to offer. The fact is that the 

synthesis was not confined only to Islamic institutions but also included more 

modernist experiments in India, the Anglo-Muslim college of Aligarh and even 

Rabindranath Tagore’s philosophy of education and his Santiniketan experiment. The 

Gontor’s founder looked at special features from each of these institutions; the 

positive elements of each institution brought to the surface and knitted together as a 

philosophical foundation of Pesantren Gontor. 

 

Part four examines the Gontor’s endeavour to establish and consolidate its new 

identity as a modern pesantren. Gontor consolidated its new identity starting with the 

establishment of an Islamic School (madrasah) known as Tarbiyatul Athfal (Arabic 

rاsAل�ـــــ  ofmــــP`  Eاducation for Children) followed by the Sullamul Muta’allimien 

(Arabic: <`��?l�9ا >�t The Ladder of the Learners) based on a Nine-Year Plan. In 1936, 

after the return of Aِhmad Sahal’s younger brother Imam Zarkasyi from his study in 

Sumatra, Gontor started a new phase marked by the opening of the Kulliyatul 

Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah (K.M.I.), a high-school level educational institution whose 

system remains in place until today. Educational activities during this period were 

disturbed and interrupted due to political turmoil, especially the restrictions and 

prohibitions imposed by the Japanese during their occupation. The students who came 

from outside Java suffered the most, and were in financial difficulty as a result of 

severed communications. Nonetheless the learning process continued due to the 

persistence of the Kyai and the students, although in a very limited manner.  

 

This section also looks at the development of Pesantren Gontor after Indonesian 

independence. In this period the educational process returned to normal and changes 

to the school system saw six years of high school level education integrated into one 

unit in compliance with the rules of the Department of Education and Religious 

Affairs.  Recognition of the status of the K.M.I. graduates came from the Indonesian 

government and from foreign countries in the Middle East, but the most important 

recognition according to Kyai Zarkasyi came from the community (Kumpulan Pidato 

Akhir Tahun KH Imam Zarkasyi, Gontor 1976: 3). 

 

In 1963 Gontor moved a step further with the establishment of the Perguruan Tinggi 

Darussalam which has now become the Institut Studi Islam Darussalam/ISID 
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(Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies). Pesantren Gontor originally consisted of 

only one campus in Gontor village.  At the end of 2004 it had become ten campuses, 

including two in Sulawesi and one in Sumatra and four special campuses for girls, 

with the total number of the students reaching 12,876 people (Data published by 

Gontor 2004: 2). 

 

Part five. will examine the Gontor’s modernity, which, at the same time upholds the 

spirit of the traditional pesantren.. It analyses what is meant by 'modern' as an 

attribute linked specifically to Pesantren Gontor. Unique to this vision, despite this 

label as ‘modern’, is Gontor’s insistence in upholding the spirit of the 'traditional 

pesantren' which includes the panca jiwa (five spirits): sincerity, simplicity, self 

reliance, Islamic brotherhood and liberty. Gontor also claims that it follows the 

principles of the ideology of Ahlus Sunnah wal Jama'ah.  

 
1. The creation of a pesantren rooted in the early history of  
     Islam in Java  
 
1.1 The three-linked pesantren 

Pesanten Gontor, commonly known as Pondok Modern Gontor or Pondok Modern 

Darussalam Gontor, is located in the village of Gontor, 11 km southeast of the city of 

Ponorogo, East Java (see map on the Appendix 2). This pesantren is historically 

closely linked to other two pesantren by geography, family relations and philosophies 

that go back almost three hundred years (See Appendix 2: Maps). 

 

One of the major motivations for the foundation of Pesantren Gontor on 9 October 

1926 by its three founding brothers was to restore the glory of its two predecessor 

institutions, Pesantren Tegalsari and Pondok Gontor Lama, to which they had family 

links (Castles 1965: 30). These predecessors had been famous in the second half of 

the nineteenth century. The oldest was Pesantren Tegalsari, founded in 1710 by Kyai 

Ageng Bashori in the area of Jetis, three kilometers from the site of the current 

Pesantren Gontor, eight kilometers south of the city of Ponorogo. This pesantren was 

to play a role in Javanese politics in 1742, when the whole of central Java was in 

uproar in the so-called Chinese-Java war. Susuhunan Kuning under the command of 

Raden Mas Garendi attacked the kingdom of Paku Buana II, known as Susuhunan 

Kumbul in Surakarta. Paku Buana sought refuge at Tegalsari and with the help of 
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Kyai Ageng Bashori, he succeeded in regaining his power. As a result, Tegalsari 

gained royal favour as a notable Pesantren. Eventually leadership of Pesantren 

Tegalsari passed to Kyai Hasan Yahya, the seventh son of its founder and then to 

Kyai Bagus Hasan Bashori II, and in 1800 to Kyai Hasan Anom Yahya.  

 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, Pesantren Tegalsari was at the peak of its 

fame and influence with thousands of santri. They came from the surrounding 

villages, nearby cities and as far as West Java. At this time the leadership was in the 

hands of Kyai Hasan Bashori. After his death on 9 Jan 1862, the leadership was 

continued by his sons and grandchildren. This later leadership was not as fortunate as 

its predecessors, and after nearly two centuries Pesantren Tegalsari ceased to exist by 

the end of the nineteenth century.  

 

Closely linked to Pesantren Tegalsari was another pesantren, only three km away, 

which grew up in the middle of the nineteenth century, and was called variously 

Pondok Gontor, Pondok Gontor Lama, and Pesantren Gontor Lama.  Its founder was 

Raden Mas Sulaiman Jamaluddin, who was the son-in-law of the head of Tegalsari, 

Kyai Hasan Bashori. This provided a family link to Tegalsari and some share in its 

fame. As with the Tegalsari pesantren, the sons and grandchildren of the founder 

inherited the leadership. The grandson of Raden Mas Sulaiman Jamaluddin, Raden 

Santosa Anam Besari, was the last recorded leader of this Pondok or Pesantren 

Gontor. Just as Tegalsari came to an end towards the end of the nineteenth century, so 

did the first Gontor, Tegalsari’s descendant. 

 

Three brothers, Kyai Ahmad Sahal, Kyai Zainuddin Fanani and Kyai Imam Zarkasyi 

founded the new Gontor in 1926. They were the sons of Raden Santosa Anam Besari, 

and thus the great-grandsons of the founder of Old Gontor, Sulaiman Jamaluddin. 

Through his marriage tie to Kyai Hasan Bashori, they were also descendants of the 

founder of Tegalsari. 

 

1.2. Pesantren Tegalsari, the root of Pesantren Gontor 

The village of Tegalsari is located 8 km south of the city of Ponorogo, which was the 

centre of the Wengker Kingdom. The city was known as the Reyog City Ponorogo 
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and now is simply called Ponorogo.35  Nearby Tegalsari there is a village called Kutu 

where an empire under the rule of Ki Ageng Kutu (who professed Buddhism) was 

based in the middle of the 18th century. During this time there was a Muslim Sultan 

called Batoro Katong, the son of King Brawijaya, who was known as a saint and was 

delegated by the Sultan of Demak to spread Islam in the area of Ponorogo, Madiun 

and Pacitan (Ong Hok Ham, Kompas 1984 quoted from Biography Imam Zarkasyi 

1996 Vol I: 9). 

 

J.F.O. Brumund (1857), in his article “The People’s Education of the Javanese” made 

the following remarks about “The Pesantrian of Tegal Sari”:  

 
The pesantrian of Tegal Sari, which we visited in the Assistant 
Residency of Ponorogo, Residencie Madiun, is certainly one of the 
most prominent in Java. Earlier it was the most famous of all. Nearly 
100 years ago it was founded, in the time of Paku Buwono III, 
Susuhunan of Soerakarta. The first priest-guru, Kyahi Hageng Besari 
was reported as a man of exceptional learning by birth parented to the 
Soesoehoenan, even more by his marriage to a wife of royal blood. 
The number of his pupils, arriving from all over, often was more than 
2000. But under his son Kyahi Elias, it had already diminished and at 
present often there are not more than 100 pupils. Along a very bad 
footpath we arrived at the pesantrian and met the guru, also named 
Kyahi Besari, who had traveled twice to Mekka and therefore in the 
eyes of the Javanese was twice as wise and holy.  

 

                                                 
35 The Reyog Ponorogo is a well known art performance of Ponorogo, East Java, which uses a tiger 
mask and peacock feather decorations with a tradition of warok-gemblakan and jaran kepang where the 
male performer (dancer) uses two male or female youngsters as his partner/s known as jatilan. The East 
Javanese town of Ponorogo, nestled in a remote valley between two extinct volcanoes, has long had a 
reputation throughout the island for the magical powers and sexual potency of its inhabitants. It has a 
long history of violent and radical politics, with a well-established tradition of rebellion. Two figures 
central to this image are the warok and gemblak. The term warok is said to originate from the Javanese 
words uwal and rokan meaning to be free from forced labour. Due to their martial and magical 
abilities, the warok were often advisers and strong men for the local ruler, and hence free from the 
obligations of ordinary villagers. Another popular interpretation suggests that the term originates from 
the Arabic word waro'a, meaning an ascetic, or one who practices mysticism. Ong Hok Ham draws 
attention to the influence of warok and jago (men of power) as leaders in village political life. The 
warok was rarely part of the official government, and thus played a somewhat ambiguous role, residing 
in the margins of social and political life. On the one hand his standing amongst villagers made his 
support crucial for any aspiring ruler and he often acted as an agent for higher authorities. At the same 
time, however, his unofficial status also made him a potentially dangerous adversary and troublemaker. 
The warok was a power broker, an intermediary between higher and lower powers, in the concrete and 
cosmological sense. His authority was intensely personal, depending on mastery of invulnerability, 
silat [martial arts], magic, and religious knowledge, as well as the fear and admiration with which 
villagers regarded him. (Ian Douglas Wilson, “Reog Ponorogo: Spirituality, Sexuality and Power in a 
Javanese Performance Tradition” in ‘Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific’ Issue 
2, May 1999, republished in February 2008 and last modified on 11 March 2009 by Carolyn Brewer).   
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There are only limited records available on Pesantren Tegalsari which was 

established, existed and flourished during the early days of the history of Islam in 

what is now known as Indonesia. Fokkens, a Dutch writer and bureaucrat working for 

the Central government in Batavia during the Dutch rule (1893-1942) is quoted in 

Sejarah Gontor (1962, Vol III: 389-391), as making reference to the pesantren in 

1877:  

At the beginning of the 18th century, i.e. in 1710, a pesantren was 
established in a village called Tegalsari, by Kyai Ageng Hasan 
Bashori who was also the first leader of this pesantren. The pesantren 
was located at the banks of two rivers, Kejang and Malo Rivers. Kyai 
Ageng Bashori was a great aristocrat Ulama. His descendants came 
from a mixed marriage between 1. Pajajaran and Harjo Bangah, 2. 
Mojopahit and Demang Ngorawan, 3. Kyai Ageng Tarup and Bondan 
Kejawan, 4. Irahami Asmara and Sunan Ngampel, and 5. Kyai Ageng 
Pemanahan and Pangeran Buntaran. 36        
 

Kyai Ageng Mohammad Besari, the grandfather of Kyai Ageng Hasan Besari was the 

son of Anom Besari from Kuncen, Caruban. His elder brother was Kyai Araby, the 

son of Sunan Ampel. The daughter of Kyai Ageng Muhammad Besari had been 

married to the son of Tumenggung (Kyai Ageng) Wirosobo Setono Betik Mojoagung 

whose name was Khalifah. Later on he became one of the Kyai in Tegalsari. Kyai 

Ageng Besari had 9 children; one of them Haji Zainal Abidin, became the son-in-law 

of the King of Selangor, Malaya and later went on to become King in 1800s. The 

other children lived in Central Java and many of his offspring became scholars, high 

ranking officials and community leaders. One of them was Raden Mas Haji O.S. 

Tjokroaminoto, a well-known leader of Sarekat Islam Indonesia. He was the fifth 

generation of Kyai Ageng Hasan Besari (Ibid: 389).  

 

As Castles (1966: 38) notes, during its glory days in the 18th century there were 

thousands of santri studying at Pesantren Tegalsari. They came from the surrounding 

villages, nearby cities and most parts of Java. They also came from different family 

backgrounds: farmers, government officials, businessmen and others.  

 

                                                 
36 The article did not elaborate further and gives no further details on the affiliation of those people 
mentioned.  
 



 65 

During the leadership of Kyai Khalifah, a student by the name of Sulaiman Jamal 

came to study at Tegalsari. He made remarkable progress in his study and so the Kyai 

appointed him as his assistant. Later on it was discovered that the full name of the 

student was Raden Muhammad Hadikusumo Sulaiman Jamaluddin, the son of 

Penghulu Jamaluddin. Penghulu Jamaluddin was a son of Pangeran Hadiraja Cirebon, 

the granddaughter of Kanjeng Pengeran Adipati Anom Sultan Kesepuhan Cirebon. As 

a result of his continued progress in study and the trust the Kyai developed in him, 

Kyai Khalifah intended to take him as his son-in-law.  

 

M.C. Ricklefs (1998: 285-6) records the story of the glory of Pesantren Tegalsari and 

its   influence also quoting the Dutch writer F. Fokkens in 1877: 

 

According to this tradition a holy man named Ky. Agung Kasan (or 
Mohamad) Besari was living as a hermit in the forest at the foot of Mt 
Willis, subsisting only on roots and herbs. The fame of his piety 
spread and soon large numbers of students came to him. He therefore 
established the village of Tegalsari. After Pakubuwana II’s flight 
from Kartasura and the failed first attempt to regain the military 
initiative the Susuhunan took refuge in Panaraga. This is the time 
when the Surakarta Major Babad depicts the encounter with Sunan 
Lawu. The Tegalsari tradition says that Pakubuwana II sought God’s 
help through prayer and asceticism. He established oratories 
(langgar) in three villages and spent much time in communion with 
God, but remained inconsolable. He was advised to seek help of Ky. 
Agung Besari. This he did, promising the Kyai that if he were 
restored to his throne he would make Tegalsari the cradle of Islam in 
his realm. When Pakubuwana II did eventually regain his court, he 
awarded pradikan (also written as perdékan) status to Tegalsari on 
condition that Besari and his descendants should forever teach Islam 
there. 

 
 
Since then, Tegalsari was exempted from paying taxes and other government 

obligatory contribution. This tax-free region is called Perdékan.37 Although in 1830 

there was a change in the government structure where Tegalsari came under the 

                                                 
37 Perdekan is a village, city or region which enjoyed the status of being exempted from paying tax, 
stamp duty and other compulsory government contribution, including forced labor for the central 
government. In return that village must do some favor for the government which includes looking after 
a tomb of government officials such as a Regent, a teacher of a Regent or Sultan, or looking after 
religious institutions such as pesantren. After taking over the power from the Sultans and rulers in 
1830, the Dutch colony did not change the status of this perdekan. However when Japan took power in 
1942, they removed the rule with a view to mobilizing all resources to win the war (Biography Imam 
Zarkasyi 1996 Vol I: 11).      
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control of what was known as 'Government Compagnie' it continued to enjoy the 

status of Perdékan. This status was renewed in 1833, with the issuance of a decree 

known as Staatblad no. 77 dated 23 December 1833.  On 9 January 1862 Kyai Bagus 

Hasan Bashori died and the leadership of the pesantren was continued by his children 

and then his grandchildren.  

    
                

1.3. Pondok Gontor Lama   

The establishment of the Old Pesantren Gontor (Pondok/Pesantren Gontor Lama) in 

1880s was inspired by Pesantren Tegalsari located 3 km away from Gontor (Dasuki 

1974: 64).  Lance Castles (1965: 30) asserts that the Old Pesantren Gontor (Gontor 

Lama) existed at the same time as Pesantren Tegalsari, in the 18th century. The 

founder of the Old Pesantren Gontor was Sulaiman Jamaluddin, then son-in-law of 

the Kyai of Tegalsari, Khalifah Hasan Besari. This means there was a very close 

relationship between Gontor and Tegalsari (Biography Imam Zarkasyi 1996 Vol. I: 

13).  

 

The Old Pesantren Gontor for a time became as famous as Tegalsari had. Its students 

came from all over Java including Periangan (Parahiangan), the area now known as 

West Java. The people living in the surrounding villages felt the impact of this 

pesantren on their spiritual and material life. The economic life of the villagers 

improved because of the retail business and services they provided for the students. 

The lessons given in this pesantren covered only religious subjects, in line with the 

condition of the people who needed mostly religious and moral guidance to bring 

them back to the right path (Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol I: 18, 19 & 24).    

  

This Pesantren became famous by the latter half of the nineteenth century partly 

because of the reputation of Jamaluddin. Unfortunately, there are no detailed records 

concerning the pesantren. By the end of the nineteenth century it is reported to have 

been a fairly good-sized Islamic educational institution, with students numbering 

more than 1000 people from east, central and west Java. But under pressure from the 

Dutch colonial rule and its policy favouring government schools and suppressing and 

limiting the movement of indigenous schools, both pesantren in Tegalsari and Gontor 
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deteriorated, and before the end of nineteenth century, they had disappeared (Dasuki 

1974: 64) 

 

As no records are available, it is unclear exactly when ‘Old Gontor’ was established 

or vanished. The Biography of Kyai Imam Zarkasyi, one of the three founding 

members of New Gontor, suggests that the old mosque (masjid pusaka) in Gontor was 

built around the 1730’s (1996 Vol I: 3). Although in 1979 Gontor has built a new and 

much larger mosque, which has now become one of the important features of the 

Gontor’s campus, this small and simple mosque has been kept as a ‘historical-

landmark’ of the Old Pesantren Gontor. Hasan Abdullah Sahal, one of the current 

three leaders of Pesantren Gontor made the following remarks in this regard: 

 

We have to teach our young generations to appreciate our predecessors 
because what we enjoy today is a result of the hard work carried out by 
our forefathers. Therefore we keep this old mosque (masjid pusaka) to 
show them some of what they have done. It is our duty to preserve and 
continue the good work they have done for us. The wise people say (in 
Arabic): 

 7 �ـــــL =ـــــ> o?ــــــw`9آـ> ــyرع  8ــــ� و ــ> �xـــ�ـ�� �wآـ��ـزرع =ــــ7   �ـــ
which means: ‘those who (came) before us have planted so that we eat, 
and we plant that those who (come)  after us will eat’ (Interview  in May 
 2004).  
 

1.4. The Genealogical link between the Three Pesantren 

The ancestor of the three founding brothers of Pesantren Gontor (Trimurti) was 

originally from Tegalsari, a small village about 3 km away from Gontor in the Jetis 

area. As discussed above in the middle of the 19th century Pesantren Tegalsari’s glory 

had reached its peak under the leadership of Chalifah Hasan Bashri, also known as 

Kyai Chalifah Tegalsari. 

 

Kyai Khalifah married off one of his daughters to Raden Muhamad Sulaiman 

Jamaluddin, a fourth-generation descendant of the Cirebon Sultanate, who initially 

established a pesantren at Gontor and led the pesantren until he died at Gontor. Kyai 

RM Sulaiman Djamaluddin was the son of Penghulu Djamaluddin, who was the son 

of Prince Hadiradja. Prince Hadiradja was the son of Sultan Kesepuhan Tjirebon. 

Kyai Sulaiman Djamaluddin had a son called Archam Anom Besari and Kyai Archam 

Anom Besari had a son called Kyai Santoso Anam Besari. Kyai Archam Anom Besari 
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married the granddaughter of Kanjeng Bupati Nglarangan, who was a Regent of 

Poloredjo (Old Ponorogo). They had a son called Kyai Santoso Anam Besari, who 

married Sudarmi, a descendant of Kanjeng Bupati Surodiningrat, the famous 

aristocrat during the days of Mangkubumen and Penambangan (Mangkunegaran) 

(Wardun Gontor 1996: 37). 

 

Raden Santoso Anam Besari was the last Kyai of the Old Pesantren Gontor before it 

perished and had seven children; four of them had a role at Gontor. Three of them, 

R.Ahmad Sahal, R. Zainuddin Fanani and R. Imam Zarkasyi, known as Trimurti 

(three in one) were founders of the current Pesantren Gontor, while R. Rahmat 

Soekarto was the Village Head of Gontor. Ahmad Sahal was the Guardian (Pengasuh) 

of Pesantren Gontor, Zainuddin Fanani was a High Ranking Official at the 

Department of Social Welfare, and Imam Zarkasyi was the Director of Kulliyatul 

Muallimien Al-Islamiyah (KMI) Gontor (See the Chart in the list of Table in the next 

page).38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
38 Based on source from Sejarah Pondok Modern Gontor, Gontor 1962, Vol. I: 24. 
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GENEALOGICAL CHART 

OF THE FOUNDERS OF PESANTREN GONTOR 39 

Sultan Kesepuhan Cirebon 

 

 

Pangeran Hadiraja 

Khalifah Hasan Besari 

(The leader of Pesantren Tegalsari) 

Penghulu Jamaluddin 

 

 

        Daughter           +                Sulaiman Jamaluddin (Founder of the Old Pesantren 

                                                                                          Gontor) 

                                                                

 

Kanjeng Bupati Nglarangan  Kanjeng Bupati Surodiningrat 

(Regent of Polorejo/Old Ponorogo)  (Mangkunegaran) 

 

 

 

        Grand daughter           +        Arham Anom Besari       

 

 

 

                                   Santoso Anam Besari                 +                Sudarmi 

   (Kyai of Old Gontor) 

 

 

                                    Ahmad Sahal           Zainuddin Fanani          Imam Zarkasyi 

                                    (1901-1977)                (1908-1967)                  (1910-1985)     
 

                                                 
39 Based on the information from Sejarah Gontor (1962) without dates of birth and death of each person 
except the Gontor’s founders. 
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1.5. The Start of the New Gontor 

The 'New Gontor' began in 1926, shortly after Kyai Ahmad Sahal returned from his 

studies at various pesantren, the last of which was Pesantren Termas.40  Inspired by 

the glory of Gontor in the past, Ahmad Sahal looked at the condition of people in the 

area who were far away from the right path, and looked at the children whose 

education had so long been neglected.41  He was strongly motivated to revive the Old 

Gontor. He decided to establish a new pesantren to educate them and to help the 

future generation.  Ahmad Sahal’s main concern was about ‘moral education’ 

because, after looking at the condition of the people, especially those who lived in the 

towns, he came to conclusion that this was lacking.  

 

But he was confronted with a major problem: a lack of interest in the part of the youth 

and their parents towards education and schooling. He had to resort to inventive 

means to convince them the importance of learning. It was not easy to be able to bring 

those children to madrasah.  Sometimes, he organized a festival and gave away prizes 

to the winners of the competitions. Occasionally he provided them with lunch or 

dinner and asked the parents to help with cooking and preparing the food.  

 

As the Pesantren Gontor Lama had completely diminished Ahmad Sahal had to start 

a New Gontor from zero. To gain the sympathy and support of the villagers he had to 

act as a father, a friend and an entertainer.  He invited children of the village, 

sometimes with their parents, to gather at his house to have light meals and a good 

time, developing close relationships with them. Then, he started giving them lessons, 

in a very informal way. It was only after they showed an interest in learning than he 

established a madrasah called Tarbiyatul Athfal (T.A.), meaning Education for 

Children. This occurred in 1926 and can be said to mark the beginning of the creation 

of ‘New Gontor’ (Gontor Baru) (Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol I: 33) (See Figure below): 

 

                                                 
40 Pesantren Termas is an old style, traditional pesantren located in the village of Termas, near the city 
of Pacitan, East Java, about 130 km south of Ponorogo. During the 1930s it was one of the famous 
pesantren in Java. Many prominent Kyais including the late Kyai Syukri Ghazali, the former Chairman 
of Majlis Ulama Indonesia/M.U.I. (The Indonesian Council of Ulama) studied in this pesantren. 
 
41 During that time Ponorogo was known as the City of Bandits and that there were Bandits and 
Criminals who carried the title as Warok Ponorogo. There is unconfirmed report that the name 
“Gontor” comes from the word “Gon Kotor” (pronounced nggon kotor), a Javanese word meaning 
dirty place. 
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Figure 2: Chart on Origin and Development of Pesantren Gontor (the “Gontor 

Magazine” May 2006:13). 

 

2. The political-social  inspiration  for the creation of new kind     
     of pesantren deriving from the 1926 Muktamar Alam Islamy  
     conference in Surabaya 

 
2.1. The Inspiring factor 

Saifullah (in Dawam Rahardjo 1979:133) argues that a key factor inspiring the 

establishment of the New Pesantren Gontor was the conference of the Indonesian 

Branch of ‘Muktamar Alam Islamy’ /   �=|ـtrا9?�9< ا fـ�m}= ( The World Islamic 

Conference) held in Surabaya in the middle of 1926. This organisation was a 

federation of Islamic Societies in the field of education and social welfare. This sixth 

Al-Islam Congress transformed the Indonesian Muktamar Islamy into the Indonesian 

Mekka Muktamar Alam Islamy.  

  

Towards the end of the conference, the participants had to nominate a delegate to 

attend an International Conference in Mecca.  The basic requirements for the 

candidate were that he had to be conversant in Arabic and possess a good background 

in Islamic studies, but also a broad general knowledge, especially in international 

relations. Because of difficulties in finding a person with such qualities, they decided 

to send two persons to the conference, i.e. Haji Omar Said Cokroaminoto who had 

mastered English and international relations, and Kyai Haji Mas Mansur who spoke 

Arabic and had sufficient knowledge on Islam. 

 

Ahmad Sahal attended the conference and this event struck him deeply, prompting 
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question: “Why can’t we find just one person with such qualities among so many 

Muslim leaders?” It was after returning from this conference Ahmad Sahal developed 

the idea to revive the vanished Pesantren Gontor with the aim of educating students in 

both religious and secular knowledge by mastering Arabic and English. He made the 

declaration of the establishment of the “Pesantren Darussalam Gontor” on the 

occasion of the birthday of Prophet Muhammad on 12 Rabie’ al-Awal 1343 / 9 

October 1926. (Saifullah 1974: 133/ Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol I: 34). 

 

2.2. Cokroaminoto, Mas Mansur and Pesantren Gontor 

The early 1900’s was marked by the increasing activities of modernist Islam in the 

Indonesian political landscape: the establishment of Sarekat Islam in 1911 and 

Muhammadiyah in 1912. At the conference of Partai Sarikat Islam Indonesia in 

Jogyakarta on 18 February 1914 the Central Committee of Sarekat Islam was 

established and Haji Omar Said Cokroaminoto was elected as chairman of the party 

(Noer:1973:97). This new leadership brought a new spirit to the organisation; the 

course of Sarekat Islam in a newly awakening Indonesia very much depended on the 

direction given by its leaders. In the early period after its establishment, the 

organisation was led by less educated people such as Hadji Samanhoedhi. This 

perhaps explains why the earlier leadership of Sarekat Islam, in spite of high aims, did 

not penetrate to the grass roots level. It was not able to broaden its activities from 

those concerned with the immediate challenge of the Chinese and the nobility (Ibid 

1973:106). 

 

Cokroaminoto brought a new style of leadership to the organisation with an emphasis 

on helping the less fortunate (to borrow the expression of Deliar Noer). He was a 

leader who began to dream of the elimination of the sufferings of the people -- an idea 

Sarekat Islam attempted to realize after 1913. Cokroaminoto was able to give definite 

shape to the organization’s structure, an aspect that during this first stage absorbed 

much of his attention and that of the other leaders. His leadership, coupled by his 

ability to convince people because of his broad knowledge and his oratorical style, 

impressed and inspired people including Kyai Ahmad Sahal when attending the 

Surabaya conference.   
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Another emerging modernist activist was Kyai Haji Mas Mansour (1896-1946), who 

was educated in Cairo in Islamic Studies.  He returned from the Middle East to 

Surabaya in 1913, and joined the Nahdlatul Wathan (Renaissance of the Fatherland) 

institution as a teacher where Wahab Hasbullah was also on the staff. But he soon left 

it because of a disagreement over its traditional methods and set up a madrasah on his 

own called Hizbul Wathan. He then became actively involved in establishing the 

organisation Muhamadiyah, together with Pakih Hasyim, a former student of Haji 

Abdul Karim Amrullah. On 21 September 1937 in Surabaya he also initiated the 

founding of the Majlis Islam A’laa Indonesia (MIAI) together with Kyai Haji 

Muhammad Dahlan of Muhammadiyah, Wahab Hasbullah of Nahdlatul Ulama and 

W. Wondoamiseno of the Sarekat Islam. The Nahdlatul Ulama as an organization did 

not join the MIAI until 1939. This new federation would become, as it was agreed, a 

forum for discussion and a representative body including representatives of Islamic 

organizations from throughout Indonesia.  

 

Kyai Haji Ahmad Sahal was also inspired by the performance of Mas Mansur, who 

had a broad knowledge of Islam, experience in the management of organizations and 

mastery of the Arabic language. As noted these skills qualified him to be chosen as a 

delegate to the International conference of Muktamar Alam Islamy in Mekka. 

Although Gontor as an institution had no formal relation with either the Muktamar 

Alam Islamy or Majlis Islam A’laa Indonesia, those holding positions in both 

organisations, mainly Cokroaminoto and Mas Mansur, together with the events 

surrounding the Muktamar Alam Islamy in Mekka were key inspirations for the 

establishment and modernisation of a new Pesantren Gontor.     

 

3. The  attempt  at  a synthesis  of  the  best  features  of  four  
    education learning centres: Shangit, Aligarh, Santiniketan  
    and Al-Azhar 
 

Having formulated the idea of reviving Pesantren Gontor after returning from 

attending the conference in Surabaya in October 1926, Ahmad Sahal further 

developed a concept and philosophy for the “New Gontor” by looking at a selection 

of higher learning institutions abroad. The History of Pesantren Gontor (Sejarah Balai 

Pendidikan Pondok Modern Gontor) published in Gontor in 1962, consists of three 
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volumes of 310 pages  elaborates on six higher educational institutions outside 

Indonesia (pp 436-479) that show advantageous characteristics and have international 

reputations. These are: Shangit in North Africa, Aligharh and Santiniketan in India 

and Cairo University, Faculty of Darul Ulum and Al-Azhar University in Egypt. The 

study of these institutions covers their history, the philosophy behind their 

establishment, their source of funding, their specialities in study, the facilities they 

provide for students and the reputation of these institutions.  

 

After drawing comparisons between those institutions and examining the positive 

aspects of each, Ahmad Sahal decided to create a synthesis of key elements of four. 

These were: (a.) Al-Azhar University in Cairo, known as a Center of Excellence in 

Islamic studies which possesses large endowments, (b.) Shangit in North Africa, 

which has a reputation for its social welfare, (c.) Aligharh University in India, known 

for its continuing efforts at modernization; (d.) Santiniketan founded by Tagore, India, 

known for its emphasis on culture, its simplicity, peace and tranquillity. Ahmad Sahal 

would not copy those institutions, but rather selected positive aspects he found in each 

and combined these with his own ideas and concepts (Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol III:  

436). 

 
Commenting on Gontor’s ideas on inspiration, Martin van Bruinessen (2008:192) 

remarks the following:  

 
For inspiration, the founders of Gontor looked not only at centres of 
reformist thought in Egypt (the Dar al-`Ulum, where Abduh and 
Rashid Rida were active) but also at more modernist experiments in 
India, the Anglo-Muslim college of Aligarh and even Rabindranath 
Tagore’s philosophy of education and his Santiniketan experiment. 

 

The University of Santiniketan in India inspired the founders of Gontor to name this 

pesantren “Darussalam” which means the Haven of Peace. The name of “Pondok 

Modern Gontor” (Modern Pesantren of Gontor) was given by those who visited this 

pesantren after observing its modern methods of teaching, its facilities and the vision 

of its founders. A brief account of these four institutions helps to provide a picture of 

the vision of Gontor’s founders. 
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  3.1. The Shangit University 

In this institution Ahmad Sahal recognized a reputation for social welfare, generosity 

and the sincerity of its founders and leaders. The History of Pondok Modern Gontor 

quotes from an article by Mas Mansur entitled "Journey of Mas Mansur in the 

Dessert" to relate the story of this institution: The village of Shangit lies in the heart 

of the desert in North Africa, about 183 km south of Tripoli, Libya. In this village, 

Sidi Abdullah, assisted by his family members, built an Islamic educational institution 

with the aim of producing ‘Muslim scholars’ who are well equipped with Islamic as 

well as a general knowledge. The emphasis was given on ‘building personality, 

shaping a noble character and sharpening the mind and feeling’. 

 

 By the time the article was written in 1960s 3000 students were studying at this 

institution. All students lived on the campus, with accommodation and meals 

provided free of charges by Sidi Abdullah. He built for them a big campus on his land 

with a large and a beautiful mosque at the centre. The life of the students on the 

campus was ‘under twenty four hour supervision’, with programs being set from early 

morning until night when they had to go to bed. The classes started at seven o’clock 

in the morning, and students attended classes according to their subjects. There was a 

teacher for each subject: Sidi Muhammad, taught Quran, Sidi Abdul Karim taught 

Hadits, Sidi Taufiq taught History and Sidi Makmun taught Poetry. Other teachers 

include Sidi Abdurrahman who taught Literature and Ethics, Sidi Khalil taught 

Language, Sidi Abdul Ghaffar taught Political Science, Sidi Ahmad taught Geography 

and Astronomy, and Sidi Nasser taught the Art of Military. While the students 

received their education free of any fee, the teachers also did not receive any pay for 

their work (Ibid: 440). The academic school year was set for 3 years. It did not have a 

mid year or end of year holiday except the long holiday during the fasting month of 

Ramadhan. During the fasting month, the students spent time with their parents or 

relatives. The school organized an annual party at the end of the school year, in which 

a program of graduation ceremony was included.  

 

The ‘sincerity of the founder and the staff of this educational institution’ amazed 

Ahmad Sahal. He noted that every one worked for the sake of God and His religion 

without expectation of financial return or material reward. This applied to those who 

provided the education, the teachers and the students and Sidi Abdullah had kindly 
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donated a large amount of wealth from his wheat and dates, and also from his cattle, 

sheep and camel farms for the institution. Commenting on their performance, Ahmad 

Sahal said: ‘With the knowledge and wealth he possessed, Sidi Abdullah has had done 

a big favour for religion and humanity’ (Ibid: 442). 

 

The atmosphere of ‘sincerity' in Shangit, where the students and the teachers worked 

without expecting any financial return deeply moved Ahmad Sahal. All the needs of 

the students and the teachers were provided by the institution. In keeping with this 

example, in Gontor, the teachers, the staff and the Kyais do not receive salaries from 

the pesantren, i.e. from the money the students/santris pay for their education. All 

activities in the pesantren, including those which generate income for the pesantren, 

such as a printery, laundry, a chemist shop, bookshop, telecom outlet, are run by the 

santri, and they do not receive any pay. I recall on entering the Main Office of 

Pesantren Gontor seeing a large hanging of a motto written in Arabic from a verse of 

the Qur'an, which reads:                      أ|ــــ�ا� ��tــــ�y~ � �� ــــــ�ونــــ��ا{z� ـ�ا وهـ�                                                                                                      

 “Follow those who ask no wages of you for   themselves, and who are rightly guided" 

(Al-Qur'an, 36: 21).  

 

  3.2 The Aligarh University:  

The ‘spirit of continuing and never ending struggle and persistence in efforts at 

modernization' are the factors that attracted Ahmad Sahal to draw inspiration from 

Aligarh. The Sejarah Pondok Modern Gontor relates the story of the Aligarh 

University in detail. The bloody 1857 war between the Indian army and the British 

who ruled India ended with the victory of the British. After the war, the elite Hindu 

ruling class adopted a more cooperative stance towards the British, whereas Muslims 

distanced themselves from the British rulers, citing that it is forbidden religiously to 

cooperate with a non-Muslim authority.  As a result, Hindus received more favours 

from the British. Important positions in the government bureaucracy were given to 

them and they had better access to public education (Sejarah Gontor Vol. III:  443)  

 

Sir Sayid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898), one of the prominent Muslim scholars in India 

was fully aware of the situation and he believed Muslims must work more to improve 

their condition. He launched an idea of renewal or reform among Muslims. He 
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advocated the idea that Muslims must change their attitude and perceptions on 

educational and political issues. He translated the Quran into Urdu and slowly 

managed to change the attitude of people into accepting education in public or British 

schools. He encouraged Muslims to broaden their mind by studying secular subjects 

either by joining the government schools or having their own schools. Ahmad Khan 

came from a noble Muslim family. His great grandfather was a descendant of Prophet 

Muhamad who migrated to Iran because of the suppression of the Umayyad. From 

Iran they migrated to India during the days of Moghul rulers.  

 

In 1873, Sir Sayid Ahmad Khan established his own educational institution and after 

going through difficult times, eventually on 1 January 1878, opened the ‘Aligarh 

College’.42  The College had two sections: “the English section” and “the Eastern 

section”. The first section was to obtain University degrees equivalent to the degrees 

offered by the British Universities (although for this, students had to take their exams 

at the city of Allahabad or Calcutta). All the instructions in this section were given in 

English. The second section was to teach modern science in Urdu.  Other subjects 

beside religious studies included English, economics, philosophy, history, 

mathematics, physics and chemistry. Other languages taught were Arabic, Persian and 

Sanskrit. All students had to live on campus so they could communicate easily with 

their mentors. The teaching staff included, as the History of Gontor notes, the Western 

Orientalists Professors T.W. Arnold, Jos Horvitz and A.S. Triton (Ibid: 447). 

 

The College imposed ‘a strong discipline on the students’ who came from different 

areas of India and were followers of different religions. It was compulsory for them to 

take part in sport and other activities in the campus, and to wear a uniform during 

class time. It put a strong emphasis on character and manner building.  In one of his 

statements about the College published in the Aligarh Institute Gazette on 12 January 

1877 Ahmad Khan (Ibid: 448) wrote the following:  

 
We expect that what we have planted in the park will grow to be a 
giant tree that its branches shade the whole country; the College 
should expand itself to become a University where broad minded 
students with good character from all parts of the country conduct 
their research. 

                                                 
42 The college was more often referred to by British rulers as ‘Muhamadan Anglo Oriental College’. 
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In 1920, i.e. forty-three years later, his dream came true, although he himself did not 

witness it. The college he established, which was originally called “Aligarh College”, 

changed its name into “the Aligarh University” with degrees equal to those offered by 

British Universities. Schools at this University included Education, Medicine, Science 

and Military College. The ‘modern style of this University, particularly its system of 

curriculum and facilities’, were the main elements that inspired Kyai Ahmad Sahal 

(Saifullah 1979: 23).  

   

3.3. The Santiniketan University 

Santiniketan (Hindi: ‘abode of peace’) is a university town in the Birbhum district in 

West Bengal, India. It had grown out of Santiniketan Ashram, a place of meditation in 

peaceful seclusion. It was founded and endowed in 1863 by Debendranath Tagore, the 

father of Rabindranath Tagore the famous Indian literacy figure, the winner of Nobel 

Prize in Literary 1913, who in turn set up a school called the Brahma Vidyalaya, with 

the object of imparting sound education in a religious atmosphere. Santiniketan a la 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) was distinguished by ‘simplicity and peacefulness’. 

 

The Sejarah Gontor (Vol III : 453-454) notes that Debendranath Tagore, went to a 

village of Raipur to meet his close friend, who was also his student and his loyal 

follower Sithiparna Sinha. After arriving at the village, he stood under a tree of 

“Saptaparna” when the sun is about to set.  Having looked around the area, he liked 

the place and decided to buy it. 

 

Tagore further remarked: “This was the beginning of Santiniketan and described his 

school as ‘the darling of my heart’” (Ibid: 435). He started the school with 3 students, 

one of them his own son; by the time it became a University this number had 

increased to 300 students studying different subjects in different faculties. The book 

records that one of the secrets behind the success of this University was the ‘spirit of 

sincerity, dedication and strong will of its founder’. In one of his memoirs, Tagore 

(Ibid: 436) wrote: 

 

Even if overtaken by dark night in the middle of thy path, walk on. 

Even if thou failed in thy efforts to light thy lamp, be not dismayed. 
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In 1901 Rabindranath Tagore started another experimental educational program in 

which children would not be divorced from nature; where they could feel themselves 

members of a large community; and where they could acquire knowledge and grow 

up in an atmosphere of joy, freedom and mutual trust. In 1921 Tagore founded the 

Visva-Bhararti University, which seeks to develop a basis on which ‘the cultures of 

East and West may meet in common fellowship’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica Vol 19: 

1049). The Indonesian poet Rusli wrote the following poem concerning Santiniketan 

(Madjalah Taman Siswa "Pusara" – Dec. 1960) as quoted by the Sejarah Gontor, 

(Ibid: 456):   

 

“This is the art gallery of the greatest poet Rabindranath Tagore, 

This is the nest of the singing birds, and 

Ah! This is a paradise.”  

 

Rabindranath Tagore described Santiniketan as “The abode of peace, where the whole 

world can find its shelter” (Ibid). This is the name which inspired the Gontor’s 

founders to call their pesantren “Darussalam” (Arabic:   ــــــ|مK9دار ا  ‘the abode of 

peace’), bearing in mind that the former is a Hindu educational institution.  

 

3.4. The Al-Azhar University 

Al-Azhar fزهــــــــrا was the name of an old mosque, established during the days of the 

Fatimiyed Caliph in Egypt on 7 Ramadhan 361 in the Islamic Calendar, 

(corresponding to 22 June 972 A.D.).  Since then it has become the most well known 

mosque in the entire Muslim world and the oldest existing university for both 

religious and secular studies. Today the mosque is 1036 years old 

(Islamfortoday.com:24/03/08). The scholarly activities at Al-Azhar began three and 

half years after its establishment, when it acquired its academic and scholastic nature 

during the reign of Al-Muiz. At the beginning of the reign Abu Mansoor Nizar al-

Aziz Billah (955–996), Al-Azhar made great strides towards real academic studies 

and was transformed into a University by Yacoob ibn Killis, one of the government 

ministers under the Caliph Al-Aziz. It was Fakieh Aby Yakoob, a jurist at the time 

who formed the Council of Scholars whose task was to teach religious studies at this 

University. Twenty years later, the old mosque had become part of a big campus. 
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Today Al-Azhar has more than 10,000 students from different parts of the world, with 

faculties covering both religious and secular disciplines. It has emerged as one of the 

landmarks of the city of Cairo.   This university has also opened branches in regional 

parts of Egypt and developed Extension Courses in some Muslim countries in Africa 

and Asia.  

 

The Head of Al-Azhar, known as Sheikh al-Azhar fزهــrا bـ`�   has a special position in 

the government, equal in protocol to the Prime Minister, with the title Al-Imam Al-

Akbar (the Grand Imam). He is the highest religious authority in the country and is 

also recognised by other Muslim countries. The Rector of Al-Azhar University is 

responsible to him. As a scientific and educational institution, Al-Azhar has a 

powerful Centre for Islamic Research (Majma’ al-Buhuth al-Islamiyah), which 

conducts research on mainly Islamic issues, publishes books and magazines and 

organises conferences and seminars.    

 

Since its establishment in 973 Al-Azhar has successfully produced ulama and Muslim 

intellectuals scattered all over the world. Most of those graduates play an important 

role in their field of work, in government and non-government sectors. For Arab and 

most Muslim countries Al-Azhar has become their Centre for religious guidance. It 

provides teachers and preachers to those countries, distributes books and religious 

publication and grants scholarships to Muslim youth: All foreign and some Egyptian 

students studying at Al-Azhar receive scholarships from the University.43 Officially, 

Al-Azhar is a government institution, under the “Ministry of Endowments and Al-

Azhar Affairs”; therefore it also receives funds from the government. But as an 

institution, Al-Azhar also has its own financial resources in the form of endowments 

invested in areas such as real estate and agriculture. These strong financial resources 

have enabled Al-Azhar to grow steadily even during the days of war and of economic 

crisis. 44 

                                                 
43 I was one of students at Al-Azhar University during my postgraduate study.  The University provides 
hostels for all students with full board facilities including sport and recreation facilities in Cairo and 
other cities in Egypt including Alexandria and Aswan. Upon completion of their study, Al-Azhar pays 
their airfare to travel back to their respective countries.    
 
44 I was told during my study in Cairo – and I haven’t confirmed this - that during the difficult time of 
the 1967 war against Israel, the Egyptian government had to borrow funds from Al-Azhar to overcome 
its financial crisis.  
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In a publication from Gontor entitled: “Jasa dan Pengaruh Pondok Modern (Gontor) 

Kepada Masyarakat Sekitarnya” (The Contribution and Influence of Pesantren 

Gontor to the Surrounding Community: 1978:12), Imam Zarkasyi makes the 

following remark:  

 

 If we look a moment at Egypt with its barren desert, it still has Al-Azhar 
(University) which can give scholarships to 3000 students from all over 
the world, including those from Indonesia; we as Indonesian Muslims 
should feel ashamed: why cannot Indonesia, known for the richness of 
its natural resources do such a thing?  Gontor’s founders are keen that 
this pesantren becomes the Al-Azhar of Indonesia.    

 
This aspect attracted Kyai Ahmad Sahal, i.e. to have an educational institution which 

could not only support itself but also support others.  One of the buildings on the 

campus of Gontor mainly used for academic activities of the Institute of Islamic 

Studies Darussalam (ISID: Institut Studi Islam Darussalam) is called the “Al-Azhar 

Building”. In 1992, ISID established its main campus on three hectares of land in a 

village called Siman, about three kilometres northwest of Gontor. The Al-Azhar 

Building is currently used to accommodate some activities of the Institute. Some 

teaching staff of Gontor are graduates of Al-Azhar University. 45 

 

4. Gontor’s new identity consolidated           
 
4.1. Tarbiyatul Athfal/T.A.  

Within 10 years of its establishment, there were hundreds of students attending the 

madrasah at Pesantren Gontor then known as Tarbiyatul Athfal (Arabic   ofmــــــــــــــــP`        

sArلــــــا� : Education for Children). They came from Gontor and the surrounding 

villages. The lessons given were religious as Kyai Sahal’s original idea was to rescue 

local people from moral decadence, or to quote his own words: “to bring back the 

light of Islam into the hearts of people who forgot their religion, so that they would 

turn back to Islam” (Sejarah Gontor 1962, Vol. I:  41).  

                                                 
45 Inspired by the success of these institutions, Gontor adopted a long term program known as Panca 

Jangka (Five Aims/Programs). This program covers the areas of: 1. Education and Training, 2. 
Construction of building and physical infrastructure, 3. Cadre forming, 4. Welfare of its’ staff and the 
founders’ family members, 3. The expansion of it’s’ endowments and financial recourses. This topic 
will be discussed in more detail in the following chapters. 
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As Kyai Sahal later called this new pesantren “Pondok Darussalam Gontor”, inspired 

by the Santiniketan University of India as an abode of peace, there is often curiosity 

surrounding current name “Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor”. Kyai Zarkasyi 

(Brochure on Pesantren Gontor 1964: 37) claims that the label “Modern” attached to 

this pesantren was given by community members after they visited Gontor while the 

original name given Kyai Ahmad Sahal was “Darussalam”. Nurcholish Madjid, one 

of Gontor’s alumni suggested during an interview that the first person to label Gontor 

as “Pondok Modern” (Modern Pesantren) was actually a visiting priest from Madiun 

(interview in September 2003). 46 

 

After the establishment of this pesantren, Ahmad Sahal set out the first nine-year plan 

(1926-1933) for the new institution (Ibid: 41-38). This plan was divided into three 

three-year phases as follows:  The first phase (1926-29), giving the main attention to 

the introductory teaching of Islam, to encourage people to seek knowledge and to 

develop the spirit of Islam, by establishing a primary religious school level, called 

'Tarbiyatul Athfal' (T.A.). At the end of this first three-year term there were three 

hundred pupils studying at Gontor. In the following years, several similar schools, 

with the name Tarbiyatul Athfal (.T.A.), were established in the surrounding villages 

as branches.      

 

During the second phase (1929-32), as progress took place, new courses were 

introduced. New subjects were taught, including Qur’anic exegesis, methods of 

Islamic da’wah (preaching), public speaking, debating and discussion. Also taught 

were subjects in education, psychology and related areas. To increase the students 

ability in the practice of da’wah a group was formed named Barisan Muballighin 

(The Contingent of Preachers). The result of this program was positive and 

encouraging. After graduation at the end of 1932, some of students became 

                                                 
46 Kyai Sahal named the New Pesantren Gontor “Darussalam” because he wanted Gontor to be a 
peaceful place for the students coming from different places in Indonesia and overseas. Although they 
speak different languages, belong to different customs and traditions, together they will live in peace 
and harmony, because, apart from belonging to one religion, they also belong to "one teacher" 
(Javanese: tunggal guru) (Saifullah 1974: 36).  Gontor is located in the middle of villages, away from 
urban life. From an Islamic perspective, Darussalam is also another name for paradise. It was the hope 
of the founder of this pesantren that Gontor would become a place where people find peace in this 
worldly life, eventually bringing them the peaceful life in the Hereafter in paradise.  
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Muballighs (preachers) and others became teachers or established their own 

madrasah. As Gontor was still in its infancy, the teaching staff used to learn in the 

evening at Kulliyatul Muballighien (the College of Preachers) Gontor, and then teach 

in the morning at Tarbiyatul Athfal Gontor. During this time, there were five 

groupings of Tarbiyatul Athfal (T.A.) in various villages, and by the end of this period 

there were at least 75 teachers who were teaching as graduates of Kulliyatul 

Muballighien Gontor. 47 

 

In the third phase (1932-33), more advanced Islamic subjects were taught using 

higher-level textbooks. At this time, there were over five hundred students who joined 

the institution. Various vocational skills such as carpentry and farming were also 

taught, sports, drama and Boy Scouts were introduced to the students.  

 

By the end of the first nine-year plan, i.e. in 1933, the students had managed to master 

their skills. This could be seen in the emergence of many clubs and youth 

organisations. These included Tarbiyatul Ikhwan (Education for boys, Tarbiyatul 

Mar’ah (Education for girls) , Barisan Muballighiens for preachers, Bintang Islam 

(Star of Islam) for Boy Scouts and Riyadhatul Badaniyyah Tarbiyatul Athfal (Sport 

Education for Boys), for sports. 

 

The organisations and clubs that were formed are still in operation today and cover 

different areas of interest (Ibid Vol I: 43). They include sport, music, education, 

languages, women’s clubs, media, drama, and the arts. For instance, in terms of 

sports, there were clubs for football, badminton, table tennis and volleyball. In music, 

there were clubs for Western style bands, Malay types of music known as orkes 

melayu (Malay orchestra), and Middle Eastern styles of music known as orkes padang 

pasir (‘desert music’). In education, there were Boy Scouts and the Indonesian 

Students’ Association, which ran activities and courses such as administration and 

secretarial courses, leadership training, camping, and excursions. In languages, there 

were Arabic and English Conversation Clubs and different clubs for delivering speech 
                                                 
47 At this point the efforts of Ahmad Sahal to revive the “spirit of learning” among the village 
community members started to bring positive results. There were madrasahs set up as branches of TA 
in the villages of the Gontor surrounding areas. Alumni of the Gontor TA and Sullamul Muta’allimien 
became the backbones of those madrasahs. They established an association called Taman Perguruan 

Islam (lit. Garden of Islamic Educational Institution) (The Gontor Magazine May 2006:13).    
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practice in Arabic, English and Indonesian. In media there were bulletins, magazines, 

wall-newspapers and other publications. In drama, there were clubs for developing 

and performing different plays in Indonesian and Arabic, and occasionally in English. 

In the arts there were clubs known as Sanggar Seni Rupa (Art workshops), which 

gave students with talent an opportunity to develop their skill in the arts. From time to 

time those clubs conducted competitions and awarded prizes.  

    

The formation of those organisations and clubs contributed significantly to the 

enhancement of the skills and the social education of the students, which are 

demanded in society. One of the factors that make the implementation of these 

activities easier was that all students lived on the campus under full supervision for 

twenty-four hours48. Students participated in activities that suited their talents and 

interests, and there was a monitoring system to record each student’s participation.  

 

4.2. Sullamul Muta’allimien  

In line with the progress of education and training and the increasing number of 

students attending the pesantren of different ages, Gontor moved a step further by 

organizing classes for different grades of older children. After success in the 

education for younger children of Primary School level (Tarbiyatul Athfal) in 1932 

Gontor started a second level for the older children at Junior High School level, 

known as Sullamul Muta'allimien (Arabic ��ـــ`>   ?l�9ـ< ا� t : Ladder for theــــ

Learners).  

 

Greater attention was given to the senior students by directing them to increase their 

skills.  More students’ organisations and clubs were formed to cater for their needs. 

Ahmad Sahal was fully aware that in the long run this new generation would become 

the focus of pesantren Gontor because of their future role in nation-building. While 

addressing students, Kyai Sahal repeatedly quoted an Arabic proverb: “In the hand of 

the youth are the affairs of the Ummah (Arabic: Muslim community, population or 

nation), and in their progress is the Ummah’s survival”. 

 

                                                 
48 In his public lectures in front of the students, Kyai Zarkasyi often states that the timetable for student 
learning activities at Gontor encompasses 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  
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4.3. The return of Imam Zarkasyi and the start of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien  
        Al-Islamiyah (K.M.I.) 

 

By the end of 1936, Pesantren Gontor had accomplished its first stage, that is “the 

laying of its community foundation” with the mission to restore the community’s 

religious awareness and commence basic education. To mark the end of “The First 

Nine-Year Plan”, a big and colourful festival was organised on 19 December 1936. 

The students, their parents and other villagers attended. Local heads of the community 

and government officials were also invited. A large celebration was conducted with 

competitions in sport, public speeches, and a carnival, followed by the distribution of 

prizes to the winners (Sejarah Gontor 1962, Vol I: 36). 

 

At this time, Kyai Sahal’s younger brother, Imam Zarkasyi returned from his study in 

Padang, West Sumatera after one year’s experience as Director of ‘Kulliyatul 

Mu'allimien al-Islamiyah’ in Padang Sidempuan, North Sumatra. Before continuing 

his study in Sumatra, Imam Zarkasyi spent three years in Solo (1923-1930) to study at 

three religious educational institutions. He lived in the traditional pesantren of 

Jamsaren in the city of Solo, where he studied classic Islamic texts in the evening (in 

the traditional system). In the morning he went to Madrasah Arabiyah Islamiyah, in 

the suburb of Pasar Kliwon, where he studied Arabic, and in the afternoon he went to 

an Islamic school Manbaul Ulum, also in Solo to study Islamic subjects in the modern 

(school) system. After he finished his study in Solo in 1930 he went to West Sumatra 

to continue his study at Thawalib School in Padang. After completing his study at 

Thawalib School he was entrusted by the School's Director, Al-Ustadz Mahmud 

Yunus to open a similar school in Padang Sidempuan, North Sumatra and was 

appointed as Director of the School. After one year’s teaching and after gaining 

experience as Director at this school, he returned to Gontor in 1936.      

  

The Second Phase of the rebuilding Gontor started after his return. From 1937-1943, 

the work was concentrated on building the High-School level (Aliyah). In the first 

year Kulliyatul Muallimien Al-Islamiyah/KMI (Arabic:  `�`> اP`=|trـــP ا�9?��ـــآ   

(Teachers Training College) was open, there were only 16 students attending the 

school, and Ahmad Sahal and Imam Zarkasyi met with cynicism from some villagers 

and traditionalists in relation to the curriculum and the system that was applied in this 
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“new school”.49 Although this kind of response was still prevalent more students came 

in the second and third years. Two students came from Kalimantan, and Gontor 

received the assistance of a teacher from West Sumatra. (Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol II: 

129-131). 

   

4.4. Gontor in Two Different Eras 

4.4.1. Struggle during the Japanese Occupation 

By the end of 1940, the number of santri studying at Gontor reached 200, coming 

from various parts of the archipelago, including students from Kalimantan, Sumatra, 

Sulawesi and from all parts of Java. To mark the achievements of Gontor during this 

period, Kyai Sahal and Kyai Zarkasyi planned to organise a large celebration which 

they called their Vijftien Jarige Jubileum (Dutch: Fifteenth Year Celebration) in a 

spectacular way at the end of 1941. An organising committee was formed and all the 

necessary preparations were undertaken, including sending letters of invitation to 

guests from all over the country (Sejarah Gontor 1962 Vol. II: 142) 

 

However the general situation suddenly changed when Japan launched a war against 

America and its allies in Hawaii on 8 December 1941. Because Indonesia was then 

already under Dutch rule, there was always a possibility that it would fall under attack 

if the allies attacked the Japanese. There was political uncertainty all over the country. 

After discussing the situation it was decided that the planned celebration had to be 

postponed until circumstances would allow such an event.  

 

Not long after, the Japanese started to make changes in all government apparatus. 

They reshaped the structure of the government and issued new rules and regulation, 

including restrictions on education and running schools. There was a requirement to 

learn Japanese in every school, including in pesantren. Gontor, after sending some of 

its teachers to attend an intensive course in Japanese language at Madiun, included the 

teaching of Japanese language in its after hour courses, before they included it into the 

curriculum for the last grade of K.M.I.  

 

                                                 
49 They could not understand and accept why students of the pesantren were supposed to wear trousers 
and ties and had to study the Dutch and English languages. They expected that santris should only  
wear sarung and to speak Javanese. They considered wearing trousers as an imitation of the Kafir 
(Arabic: infidels), let alone wearing ties and speaking Dutch and English. 
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During the earlier period of their rule in Indonesia (1942-1943), the Japanese adapted 

a policy directed toward building a strong link with leaders of the community. But 

soon after getting sympathy and support from the people, mainly due to community 

leaders, they started to implement their real policy (Samudja1978: 33). They used the 

term jihad to force Indonesian youth to join the army in a war against the allies, citing 

that to fight the Western enemy was part of jihad. They forced the rich to make 

financial contributions, the workers to give their labour, the farmers to work hard and 

donate their produce to army and used many other strategies to involve all  elements 

of the nation in the war effort (Ibid: 45). 

 

This political situation badly affected pesantren life. The santri, especially those who 

came from outside Java, lost contact with their parents and relatives. Their parents 

could no longer send money to Gontor, and as a result, some santri experienced 

financial difficulties. Facing this uneasy situation the Gontor leaders did their best to 

help the santri, but with the limited power. At one point Kyai Sahal said to the santri: 

“As long as we eat something, you will also be eating”    (Biography Imam Zarkasyi 

1996 Vol I: 134).  50  

 

Surprisingly, despite this political unrest, the educational activities in Gontor did not 

stop. The available records suggest that Kyai Zarkasyi even intensified educational 

activities at Gontor, turning the attention of the santri away from the political unrest in 

the country (Ibid: 135). This situation unfortunately did not last long, because soon 

after that the Japanese issued an order that all schools had to be closed and students 

had to participate in military training known as Keibodan and Seinendan (Ibid: 136). 

 
To avoid any further trouble from the Japanese, the school at Gontor was officially 

closed, but within their rooms the santri continued educational activities in an 

informal way. While this process was going on, Kyai Zarkasyi made an attempt to 

                                                 
50 The financial accounts for the catering section of the pesantren were unstable because payments from 
the santri did not come regularly. At one stage, Kyai Sahal and Kyai Zarkasyi had to sell jewellery 
belonging to Kyai Fanani's in-laws. The jewellery was left at Gontor, but could be used in an 
emergency. To overcome this situation, a Fund Rising Committee was formed to collect donations 
from the people. They went around visiting different cities and towns looking for donations. 
Unfortunately, this initiative didn't bring about good results, because the people themselves were also 
in financial hardship as a result of the Japanese occupation. Not only did those delegates not get a 
positive response but the Japanese authority arrested some of them. Because of this continuing 
difficulty, some santri had to work outside the pesantren to support themselves.  
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talk to government officials in Madiun to obtain permission for his activities, but 

failed to meet any.  As a subsequent step Zarkasyi had to encourage the santri to join 

the military training organised by the government to avoid any suspicion from the 

Japanese (Ibid: 137). 

 

By the middle of 1944, the political situation changed again. The confrontation 

between the Japanese and the allies intensified and the Japanese needed support from 

the people. They realised that Islamic organisations and institutions had the support of 

the masses, so the government had to adapt a policy in their favour. Through the 

office of Religious Affairs (Shumubu) they gathered Heads of influential Islamic 

Schools in Java with the aim of standardising the curriculum and teaching methods at 

Islamic Schools. Kyai Zarkasyi was invited to represent pesantren Gontor. Towards 

the end of 1944, the Central government sent a letter to all Residents (Shuchokan) 

informing them of the concession given to religious leaders (Kyais and Ulamas) that 

they have freedom in conducting religious activities without having to report or gain 

permission from the government. This new policy brought all the activities at Gontor 

back to normal. 

    
4.4.2. Developments after the Indonesian Independence 

 
After Indonesian independence from 1953, the structure of the public and religious 

schools in the country changed, in compliance with requirements of the Departments 

of Education and of Religious Affairs. The government set a rule that the learning 

period was one unit of six years in Primary School level, followed by two units of 

three years or 1 unit of 6 years in High School level. Therefore, the 3 units of 7 years 

system that applied at Gontor were converted into 1 unit of 6 years, equivalent to 

Junior and Senior High School level. This system was the one adopted by Gontor and 

remains in place until today. Kyai Imam Zarkasyi was the Director for this new 

school, called Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah (K.M.I.), (Arabic  �¡¢x�¢tا }¡xآ

¦¥�¡{¤ا   means: College for Religious Teachers), while Kyai Sahal, his elder brother, 

was the Guardian (Pengasuh) of the pesantren. The student candidates for this new 

school had to have finished 6 year study at the Primary School (Biography Imam 

Zarkasyi 1996 Vol I: 30-31). 
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In 1959, Gontor opened a special class for the graduates of the Government Junior 

High School (Sekolah Menengah Pertama / SMP). This was due to the increasing 

number every year of the candidates who finished high school.  This special class was 

called the ‘Experimental Class' and is now known as the ‘Intensive Class' because it is 

of only  four years duration, equal to six years of normal class.  The first year of this 

intensive class is equal to the first and second year of the normal class while its 

second year is equal to the third and fourth year of the normal class.  The amount of 

hours for teaching the non-religious subjects has been reduced to make up the amount 

of hours necessary for teaching the religious subjects. After two years’ study, students 

of this special class can then join the normal classes in Year Five. 

 

In the early days after Gontor’s establishment and in the difficult time during the days 

of occupation, Kyai Sahal had already set forth his goal and had a clear vision to 

revive and rebuild Pesantren Gontor, to bring this educational institution back to its 

glory. The long and profound vision of the Gontor’s founders was one of the key 

factors behind the success of this pesantren. Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, one of the 

current Gontor’s leaders quotes his father Imam Zarkasyi who made the following 

remark (interview in May 2004): 

 

We do not pride ourselves on what has been achieved by Gontor. On the 
contrary we aren’t satisfied with what exists at Gontor now, including 
our concern about the condition of the surrounding community. It is a 
fact that what Gontor has sought is still far away from reality. What 
exists now is just the beginning of a thousand steps intended by Gontor. 
Pak Sahal likened Pesantren Gontor to a person walking (from Gontor) 
towards Mekka, he has just reached Jakarta, or probably just reached 
Ponorogo. Ahead is still far to go, and there are still a lot of 
shortcomings. 

  
During his visit to Gontor in 1963, the then Minister of Endowment of Egypt, Sheikh 

Ahmad Hassan El-Baqury made the following remark (Gontor Short Description, 

1963: 23):  

I was impressed by this Institution (Pesantren Gontor) not because of 
its physical infrastructure or the large number of its students, but 
because I found this Institution has a strong idea and vision, and a 
deep philosophy that will ensure its continuity. 
 

The leaders of Pesantren Gontor believe, as stated by its founders, that the character 

building and development of the community members is one of the most decisive 
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factors that determines the pattern of social life. Hasan Abdullah Sahal, the son of the 

Gontor’s founder Ahmad Sahal and one of the current Gontor leaders, stated the 

following (interview in May 2004):  

  
Pondok Modern (Gontor) provides social education. Every student is 
given practical training in observing and doing things that he expects to 
encounter in his future life in society. Things are organised in such a 
way as to give the students realistic pictures of life in society. The 
students are trained to develop altruistic love and a sense of sacrifice 
devoted to the welfare of the community, especially the Muslim 
community. It is the lack or absence of such noble characteristics that 
has brought about decadence in the Muslim world nowadays.  

 
This statement on the aim of education at Pesantren Gontor is relevant to the aims of 

pesantren in general, as Mastuhu (1994: 33-36) suggests as a result of his research at 

several pesantren in East Java and from his interviews with Kyais of those pesantren, 

including Gontor, in 1989: 

 
The aim of education in pesantren is to create and develop Muslim 
personality, i.e. to have faith and be dutiful to God, to have noble 
character and to be useful and dedicated to the community. This can be 
achieved by acting properly as His servant and following His 
messenger, as this was also the role of Prophet Muhammad. Muslim 
has also to be self reliant, independent, to have solid personality and to 
love knowledge. At the same time to be committed to spreading Islam 
and working towards the glory of the Muslim ummah while 
maintaining Indonesian personality. The idealistic personality 
development aimed by pesantren education is to create personality of 
Al-Muhsin (the highest rank of Islam), and not just of a Muslim. 51   

 

One of the key motivators behind the strong demand for pesantren education is 

religious morality; this means that any kind of activity in daily life is part of ibadah, 

or worshipping God. Any individual’s activity will not only benefit the person in this 

world, but also in the Hereafter.   

 

5. The  insistence  on  a peseantren  that  was  modern,  but            
     remained traditional 
 

One of the characteristics of modernism, as Nurcholish Madjid argues, is its future 

                                                 
51 The research was conducted in 1989 in six pesantren in East Java: 1. Guluk-guluk di Madura, 2. 
Sukoredjo in Situbondo, 3. Blok Agung in Banyuwangi, 4. Tebuireng in Jombang, 3. Karangasem 
Paciran in Lamongan and 6. Gontor in Ponorogo.  Refer also to the notes by Ruth McVey (1983: 201).  



 91 

orientation. What was modern twenty years ago today may be out of date, and what is 

modern today, in the next 10 years will probably become out of date.  Because of this, 

Gontor as an educational institution is expected to be future-oriented (Pidato & 

Sambutan Perayaan Setengah Abad, 1978: 33). 

 
5.1. What does Modern mean 

Before we discuss the modern features of Pesantren Gontor we need to understand 

what the word ‘modern’ means. For some people, modern simply means current or 

up-to-date. For others, modern can refer to the 20th century and its associated 

contemporary styles. The word modern can mean a number of different things to 

different people in terms of architecture and design. We can simplify the meaning of 

modern as: 

 

1) Pertaining to present and recent time, not ancient or remote 

2) Characteristic of present and recent time; contemporary; not antiquated or obsolete:  

3) Modern viewpoints pertaining to the historical period following the middle ages: 

modern European history. 

  

In general, modern theories seek to embrace any and all change, rebelling against 

anything that can be seen as traditional or outdated. Anything that is new and 

innovative is viewed as good and beautiful in the eyes of a modernist. Rejecting 

tradition is seen as a way to create that which is new and expand the mind and 

existing methods. (Semina Verbi: Seeking the seeds of the word in a post-modern 

world).  

 

The founders of Gontor claim that Gontor has a “system” of the teaching and facilities 

that are modern in comparison with other pesantren, but this does not apply to its 

“concept” about the teaching of Islam. In this context Pesantren Gontor seeks to 

embrace any and all change, anything that is new and innovative in its system. But in 

terms of pesantren spirit, Gontor is not rebelling against anything that can be seen as 

traditional, because Gontor believes in the positive elements of pesantren traditions in 

Indonesia. Therefore Gontor seeks to uphold the spirit of a traditional pesantren (jiwa 

pondok/pesantren), and follow the principles of Ahlus Sunnah wal Jama’ah (Saifullah 
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1974:136).52  

                 

                5.2. To uphold the ‘pesantren traditional values’ 

The founders of Gontor deliberately sought to adopt the “traditional values” of 

pesantren, which contain many positive elements to be developed and also maintained 

the historical link with the traditional pesantren. Although Gontor has successfully 

reformed Islamic education along modern lines, it has retained its pesantren character. 

The founders’ motto was ‘pesantren spirit but modern system’. A Short Description of 

Pondok Modern Gontor (1968: 3) states:  

 

 It is modern not in its belief in or views on religious 
matters, but in the educational system applied there. Pondok 
Modern owes its present name to the general wish of the 
community. The original name its founders gave in 1926 
was “Darussalam” (= Haven of Peace).  

 

Among these traditional values of the pesantren which Gontor preserves are the 

“Panca Jiwa Pondok” (five pondok/pesantren principles) i.e. sincerity, simplicity, 

independence, Islamic brotherhood and liberty. Students are trained to dedicate their 

life sincerely to God, to serve their religion for the sake of God, and not to seek 

worldly reward as their main goal. As noted previously, the many works related to the 

pesantren are performed by the santri without any financial return.53  The environment 

in the pesantren is as such, much influenced by a religious atmosphere, that 

everything is done for the sake of Allah.   Santri are trained to live a simple life and 

not to focus on worldly matters. Life in the pesantren is simple, i.e. the buildings, the 

rooms, and other facilities are of a basic standard. The spirit of independence means 

the students have to prepare and practice to live on their own, and not to expect any 

help from other people. In the pesantren, the students are trained to help themselves 

such as in cooking, washing, and cleaning their rooms. They also do not expect to 

obtain a certificate after they finish their study by which they can apply for a job. 

They have to prepare to live on their own. Islamic brotherhood is also strongly 

emphasized in pesantren life.  The students, coming from different family 

                                                 
52 This literally means “The followers of the Prophetic Tradition and the Consensus of the Ulama 
(Muslim Scholars). For more detail on Dhofier’s view, see ‘The Pesantren Tradition, by Z. Dhofier, 
PhD Thesis ANU Canberra, 1980:293.  
 
53 This will elaborate further in Chapter Five 
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backgrounds and different ethnic groups live together as brothers in harmony, 

working together in cooperation. While a concept of liberty gives the students a sense 

of freedom of thinking, freedom of action is not to be tied to any group of political or 

social organisation.  

 

The education background and experience of both Kyai Ahmad Sahal and Kyai Imam 

Zarkasyi has made it possible to establish Gontor based on a combination of 

traditionalism and modernity. Hasan Abdullah Sahal (interview in May 2004) 

suggests that prior to their study at the pesantren, both Ahmad Sahal and Imam 

Zarkasyi went to a Dutch school in Ponorogo which was exclusive to the children of 

aristocrats. From his study at this school where the Dutch language was taught, 

Ahmad Sahal learnt the direct method system of teaching a foreign language which he 

adapted to teach Arabic at Gontor.  Ahmad Sahal then went to traditionalist pesantren 

in Siwalayan Panji, Buduran, Durisawo and Termas, while Imam Zarkasyi went to 

traditionalist and modern pesantren in Solo prior to his study at Tawalib School in 

West Sumatra. Lance Castles, after completing his field research and observation in 

Gontor in 1964, wrote the following notes (1965: 32): 

 
Gontor differs from the old style pesantren in that it is more systematic 
and disciplined, it devotes considerable time to secular learning and has 
a more comfortable, urbane atmosphere that it is sometimes, very 
distantly reminiscent of English or Australian 'public school'. It differs 
from an Indonesian State school in that the children live on the 
premises and are subject to the discipline of a full day's activities and 
the unobtrusive but nevertheless continuous supervision of a strong-
minded individual. There is a religious element in all activities. And 
the emphasis on Arabic and English and the direct method of teaching 
them is probably unique in Indonesia.  
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has examined the historical character of Pesantren Gontor including its 

roots and relations with Pesantren Tegalsari and the Old Pondok Gontor. Gontor was 

established with a clear conceptual framework as its basis. The direct and indirect 

factors, especially the Surabaya Congress that inspired its founding fathers and 

leaders have guided this pesantren to its operations and achievements for the past 80 

years. 
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A distinctive character of the direction and vision of Gontor’s founders involved their 

adoption and synthesis of the features of four renowned institutions of higher learning 

from outside Indonesia. Each of these had distinctive features which Gontor sought to 

acquire, among them: depth of philosophy, strength of its financial resources, 

sincerity of its staff, and a clear direction of the institution to create a modern 

education system with a strong emphasis on social empowering.  

 

The adoption of these values and norms and the application of this system at Gontor 

have proven to be successful in bringing this institution to its current state. The 

leaders, teachers, and staff dedicate themselves to their work and the students exert 

efforts in acquiring knowledge. The statements of Gontor’s leaders supported by 

testimonies by the visitors confirm Gontor’s special identity and what has 

distinguished between it from other pesantren.  

 

The unique philosophy of ‘being modern but remaining traditional’ has become one 

of the main features of the Gontor Model that distinguishes this pesantren from others. 

 

The next chapter considers recent processes of reform within the management and 

leadership practices of Pesantren Gontor.  
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Chapter Four 

  
PESANTREN GONTOR’S REFORM IN MANAGEMENT  

AND LEADERSHIP 
 

In the ranks of pesantren of former times, according to H. Aboe Bakar, 

Pondok Modern Gontor is closer to a university than to a pesantren. And, 

in its long journey Gontor had recorded and carried a great name and the 

fragrance of the good performances by its alumni, and the trust given by 

the ummah and the Islamic world. Therefore, despite its shortcomings and 

limitations, Gontor remains an asset for the ummah which preserves 

power and pride. So, if now the heirs and successors have had an idea to 

combine Gontor with Darussalam Institute of Education as a university-

pesantren, it may simply provide another name for what we have heard, 

the University of Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor. 

 

(Prof. Abdul Malik Fajar, former Minister of Religious Affairs) 54 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter I discussed the ideas behind the establishment of Pesantren 

Gontor and its historical character and background. In order to understand the 

educational reforms that have been achieved by this pesantren it is necessary to have 

an idea of the conceptual framework behind its organisational structure. I will 

examine in this chapter unique features of the Gontor Model in the form of pesantren 

leadership and management system including its legal ownership.  This conceptual 

framework is part of the listed features of the Gontor Model and will be discussed in 

this chapter across five sections: 

 

• The creation of a new form of legal ownership for the pesantren 

• The creation of a new structure of pesantren management  

                                                 
54 “Dalam jajaran pondok pesantren tempo dulu, menurut H. Aboe Bakar, Pondok Modern Gontor lebih 
mendekati sebuah universitas daripada dinamakan pesantren. Dan, dalam perjalanannya selama ini 
Gontor telah mencatat dan menyandang nama besar dan harum baik lewat penampilan alumninya 
maupun kepercayaan yang diberikan oleh umat dan dunia Islam kepadanya. Karena itu, terlepas dari 
segala kekurangan dan keterbatasannya Gontor tetap merupakan asset ummat yang menyimpan 
kekuatan serta kebanggaan tersendiri. Maka, kalau kini para pewaris dan penerusnya punya ide hendak 
menjadikan Gontor dengan Institute Pendidikan Darussalam-sebagai Perguruan Tinggi Pesantren, 
mungkin sekedar memberikan sebutan lain dari apa yang pernah kita dengar, yaitu Universitas 
Darussalam Pondok Modern Gontor.” (Prof Abdul Malik Fajar, former Minister of Religious Affairs), 
(IKPM Magazine issue 20/1992: 7). 
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• The critical involvement of students in running the pesantren’s activities 

• The application of strong but distinctive discipline for the campus life 

• The importance  given to vocational training 

 

The first section of this chapter discusses the creation of legal ownership of Pesantren 

Gontor. It starts by looking at the important role of management and leadership in the 

process of education and the most effective school-based management system in 

terms of nurturing maximum results within the educational process. The following 

part examines the first model of ownership concept/system applied at Pesantren 

Gontor after the establishment of the Badan Wakaf and the handing over of the 

Gontor’s legal ownership by its founders to this body. It then looks into the Charter of 

the Badan Wakaf, who are the first people on this Board and how the body operates 

within the structure of Gontor’s management.  

 
The second section of the chapter discusses the position of the Kyai as pesantren 

leader and supporting institutions, in particular the Guidance Council of santri and the 

various students’ organizations operating on the campus.  The guardianship’s function 

is vital in the day-to-day affairs of the pesantren by giving guidance and supervision 

on the activities of the students’ organizations which include the OPPM/Organisasi 

Pelajar Pondok Modern (The Students Organisation of Pondok Modern/Pesantren 

Gontor). 

 

The third section analyses in more detail the critical involvement of students in 

running the pesantren’s activities including the application of strong but distinctive 

discipline on campus life. It looks at the role of student organizations and their 

activities in running day-to-day affairs on the campus. It explores the functions of 

these organizations in the pesantren's management and their aims within the 

educational process. The section also analyses why Gontor adapted the Pelajar Islam 

Indonesia (P.I.I.) as its main students’ association, and why this later changed to 

Organisasi Pelajar Pondok Modern (O.P.P.M.). The structure of the OPPM will be 

analysed including the function of each section in this organisation. This is intended 

to show how important this organisation is in giving students training in management 

and leadership. The section then looks at the active role of other student groups 
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namely the Scout Movement (Pramuka) (in skill and personality building) and the 

Konsulat (in welfare of the santri).   

 

The fourth and final section of the chapter elaborates on the aspect of vocational 

training which became an important feature of educational reform at Gontor. A key 

focus here is with the structure and operation of the training institution Pusat Latihan 

Managemen dan Pengembangan Masyarakat/PLMPM (Centre for Management 

Training and Community Development). This body has a special function to facilitate 

skills training for newly graduated students.  A second skills training institution will 

also be discussed, known as Pusat Inkubator Agribisnis Pondok Modern Gontor 

(Incubator Center for Agribusiness, Pondok Modern Gontor). In the context of the 

Indonesian rural economy where agriculture is the main source of income of the 

people, the role of this centre is vital in giving alumni skills they require for their 

future.  

 

1. The  Creation  of  a  New  Form  of  Legal  Ownership  and  
    Leadership for the Pesantren 

 

1.1. Management and Leadership in the process of education 

Clive Dimmock (1993: 2) argues that the educational motivation for school-based 

management depends on initiatives taken from within the school itself to improve its 

performance, through the quality of management, teaching and learning.  The 

characteristics of effective school-based management most likely to promote quality 

curricula may be gleaned from two sources: research on school effectiveness and 

descriptions of processes and structures in schools which have successfully embraced 

school-based management. It is instructive, therefore, to identify features common to 

both school-based management and school effectiveness. Descriptions of effective 

school-based management focus on six features (Brown, 1990) as quoted by 

Dimmock, (ibid): 

• Autonomy, flexibility and responsiveness 

• Planning by the principal and school community 

• Adoption of new roles by the principal/school leader/s 

• A participatory school environment 

• Collaboration and collegiality among staff 
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• A heightened sense of personal efficacy for principals and teachers 

 

Based on school effectiveness research, it is suggested that improvements in student 

achievement are most likely to be gained in schools which are relatively autonomous, 

possess a capacity to resolve their own problems, and in which strong leadership, 

particularly by the principal, is charismatic (Finn 1984, Prasch 1984). Reinforcing 

this, Duigman (1990) argues for a curriculum with a client-based approach and a 

focus on school-based decision making, allowing school control over resources by 

which to fine-tune curricula for the benefit of students. 

 

The findings of Dimmock (1993), Finn and Prasch (1984) and Duigman (1990) are 

highly relevant to contemporary processes in pesantren education in Indonesia. 

Pesantren include in the elements identified by these authors in their management 

systems, although they may be known by different terms or names. The common and 

basic elements of a pesantren are five: pondok (boarding house), mosque, santri, study 

of classical books and the Kyai (Dhofier 1982: 44). With these five elements, a 

pesantren can indeed form a 'community' of its own. This community, like many 

others, will have to involve its members, one way or another, in managing its affairs. 

How this community makes these arrangements depends largely on the know-how of 

its leaders. 55 

 

The structure of internal organisation is different from one pesantren to another, 

although there are common elements that exist in almost every pesantren. These 

include: 

• Teachers council, 

• Managerial council and 

• Student council. 

                                                 
2 Within a pesantren, the Kyai is the main figure who determines the form of his pesantren and to some 
extent the quality of his santri. In the eyes of his santri, the Kyai is a person who enjoys full respect and 
has a final say in the matters related to his santri and pesantren (Asjari 1976:185-186). In almost all 
pesantren, most matters are in the hands of the Kyai who owns the pesantren, with the help of some 
senior santri. This is based on two things: first, the understanding that the Kyai is the sole and 
unchallenged leader, and that he has authority to decide on what he believes to be good for his santri 
and for the pesantren. Second, the pesantren is an educational institution which aims to prepare its 
santri to enter society as a social leader and da'wah worker. Therefore, every santri has to go through 
proper training in the matters he/she will encounter in his/her social life.  
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There is evidence in Brown’s study that effective school-based management and a 

strong leadership will deal with all the above and this will help to guarantee that the 

school will perform well. 

 

1.2. The Legal Ownership and the Management of Pesantren Gontor 

Pesantren is usually established and managed by Kyai with his fund and personal 

effort, and with this in mind the ownership and leadership of this institution is in the 

hand of the Kyai. As the role of leaders of an educational institution and its 

management in the education process is so crucial this chapter seeks to analyse the 

leadership and management reform that Pesantren Gontor has undertaken.  Unlike 

most traditional pesantren where the role of the kyai is dominant, the management of 

Pesantren Gontor has been structured to allow a maximum participation of the santri 

in their educational process. This process is  in line with the following aims: first, to 

give students leadership training while they study, second; to plant a sense of sincerity 

through working without any financial reward; and third to give students a sense of 

responsibility as members of the IKPM in the future direction of Pesantren Gontor 

(Majalah IKPM 2003: 22). 56 This is what I call one of the features of the Gontor 

Model, namely, the concept of its legal ownership. 

 

Since being established on 9 October 1926 and until 12 October 1958 Pesantren 

Gontor was structurally and legally under the ownership of its founders i.e. Ahmad 

Sahal, Zainuddin Fanani and Imam Zarkasyi. The pesantren was built on their private 

land and most money spent for the building was their own. But it was the intention of 

the founders to hand over the pesantren as a Wakaf (Endowment) to the Muslim 

Community (ummat), represented by the Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern Gontor 

(The Family Association of Pondok Modern Gontor). Thus, after the establishment of 

the Badan Wakaf the highest authority in the pesantren management became the 

Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern (Board of Endowment of Pondok Modern). The 

Board’s committee membership consists of fifteen prominent alumni of Gontor. 57 

                                                 
56 IKPM: Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern (The Family Association of Pondok Modern/Pesantren 
Gontor) is an association of the Gontor’s alumni. Chapter 7 will discuss the role of the association.   
 
57 Since its establishment in 1958 the leadership of the Board had been changed three times: the first 
chairman was Idham Chalid (1958-1975), the second one Hadiyin Rifa'i (1975-1999) and the third 
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The handover of the ownership of the pesantren was executed by signing a Charter 

called Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Pondok Modern (Handover Charter of the Pondok 

Modern’s Endowment) on the 12 October 1958 on the occasion of the 32nd 

Anniversary (Peringatan Empat Windu) of the establishment of Pesantren Gontor. 

The anniversary was the biggest event Gontor had conducted since its establishment 

in 1926. It was attended by high ranking officials from the national capital Jakarta, 

from the capital of East Java Province Surabaya, and from the regional capitals of 

Madiun and Ponorogo. Also attending the anniversary were students and their parents, 

the alumni and other invited guests. The event was widely covered by regional and 

national media: radio, television and newspapers.  

 

The Charter was signed by a first and second party together with witnesses. The first 

party were the Trimurti, the founders of Gontor e.g. Ahmad Sahal, Zainuddin Fanany 

and Imam Zarkasyi. The second party, the recipients of the endowment and prominent 

members of the IKPM were 1. Idham Chalid, 2. Ali Murtadlo, 3. Shoiman Lukmanul 

Hakim, 4. Ghozali Anwar, 5. Lieutenant Colonel Hasan Basrie, 6. Haji Mahfudh, 7. 

Kapten Irhamni, 8. Ali Saifullah, 9. Abdullah Syukri, 10. Hadijin Rifa’ie, 11. Amsin, 

12. Mohamad Thoif, 13. Marako Rauf, 14. Al-Muhammady, 15. Abdullah Mahmud. 

The third party, acting as witnesses to this charter were high ranking officials from the 

central government in Jakarta, from the East Java Province in Surabaya, and from the 

regional capitals of Madiun and Ponorogo. Other witnesses included leaders of 

various Islamic organisations in the country, media and students’ representatives.   

   

The transfer of the ownership covers 1.740 hectares of dry land, 16.851 hectares of 

rice field and 12 units of buildings. The founders intended that Gontor as an Islamic 

Educational Institution should be: 1) subject to the rules of Islamic Law, to be 

dedicated as a’mal jariyah (the act which carries everlasting rewards) and as the 

venue to conduct amal salih (good deeds). 2) to become a Source of Islamic 

knowledge,   language  of  Al-Qur’an/Arabic  and   general    knowledge,  and  always 
                                                                                                                                            
chairman is Kafrawi Ridwan (1999 to the present). The membership of the Board has included a few 
other prominent members of the IKPM, such as (among others):  1) Abdul Hafidz Dasuki, former Head 
of Central Research and Development at the Department of Religious Affairs, 2) Hidayat Nur Wahid, 
former Chairman of the People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) and 3) Din Syamsuddin, Chairman of 
Muhammadiyah.   
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 maintains the spirit of pesantren, and 3) to become an Institution which serves the 

community, to shape the character and personality of the Ummah for the physical and 

spiritual welfare, in this world and in the Hereafter.  Therefore the receivers were 

obliged to make every effort for Gontor to become a quality and consequential 

Islamic University. As part of the necessary arrangements, the receivers had to 

acquire a Corporate Act where the requirements and rules are detailed. Given the 

historical importance of this document, the full text of the Charter is attached as an 

Appendix 3. 

 

The above signatories of the Second Party, i.e., the recipients of the Endowment 

subsequently took up positions on the first Board of the Committee of the Badan 

Wakaf, as follows: Chairman: Idham Chalid, Deputy Chairman: Aly Murtadho, 

Secretary: Shoiman Lukmanul Hakim, Assistant Secretary: Aly Saifullah, Treasurer: 

Al-Muhammady, Assistant Treasurer: Ghazali Anwar, Committee Members :1. 

Abdullah Mahmud, 2.  Capten Irhamni, 3. Abdullah Syukri, 4. Lieutenant  Colonel 

Hasan  Basrie, 5. Haji Mahfudh, 6. Hadijin Rifa’ie, 7. Amsin, 8.Mohamad Thoif, 9. 

Marako Rauf. 

 

The Board of Committee of the Badan Wakaf has gone through changes during its 

history and the current Board of Committee is as follows: 58 General Chairman: 

Kafrawi Ridwan, First Deputy Chairman: Muhammad Sholihin, Second Deputy 

Chairman: Imam Badri, First Secretary: Amal Fathullah Zarkasyi, Assistant Secretary: 

Abdullah Said Baharmus, Treasurer: Rusydi Bey Fanani, Assistant Treasurer: Sutadji 

Tadjuddin, Executive Members: Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi,  Hasan Abdullah Sahal, 

Dien Syamsuddin, Hidayat Nur Wahid, Masruh Ahmad. 

 

                                                 
58 The list of the first Bord suggests that out of fifteen Board members only two (Aly Saifullah and 
Abdullah Syukri) are the heirs of the Gontor’s founders (Trimurti). While out of the current twelve 
Board members there are only four of the heirs of the Trimurti (1. Amal Fathullah Zyarkasyi, 2. Rusydi 
Bey Fanani, 3.  Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi and 4. Hasan Abdullah Sahal).  
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In his study of six pesantren in East Java59 conducted in 1989, Mastuhu (1994:174) 

concludes that Pesantren Gontor has a unique leadership and managerial structure. He 

asserts that unlike most pesantren where the Kyai, the leader of the pesantren, holds 

unlimited authority, the highest authority in Pesantren Gontor is not in the hand of the 

Kyai but under the Management Body of Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor, i.e. 

The Endowment Board of Modern Pesantren Gontor. 

 

2. The Creation of a New Structure of Management  

 
The following section will discuss a new structure of management that Pesantren 

Gontor has created as a role model of management system in pesantren, and this is 

one of the key features of the Gontor Model. The key concept of this structure is, first, 

the departure from the long established traditional system in practice in pesantren 

world where the Kyai is a single authority holder who asserts a dominant role in 

pesantren leadership and management with unlimited power. Second, the active 

involvement and participation of the students in running day-to-day affairs of the 

pesantren.  

 

I will start here by examining the position of the Kyais at Pesantren Gontor, where 

they stand in the leadership and management of the pesantren. I will also discuss the 

role of other supporting institutions within the pesantren which include the Lembaga 

Kepengasuhan (the Students Guidance Council), the Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-

Islamiyah (the Teachers Training College) and the Yayasan Pemeliharaan dan 

Perluasan Wakaf Pondok Modern (Foundation of Maintenance and Expansion of the 

Gontor’s endowments) . I will limit the discussion in this chapter on the position of 

each institution within the organisational structure of Pondok Modern and therefore 

will not go into detail on all aspects such as the duties and function of each institution.  

 
 

                                                 
59 The research was conducted as part of his study in 1989 for PhD candidature at IAIN Jakarta and the 
thesis was published as a book in 1994. The research covers six pesantren in East Java: 1) Pesantren 
An-Nuqoyah in Guluk-Guluk, Madura; 2) Pesantren Salafiyah Ibrahimiyah in Sukorejo, Situbondo; 3) 
Pesantren Blok Agung in Banyuwangi; 4) Pesantren Tebuireng in Jombang; 5) Pesantren Karangasem 
Muhammadiyah in Paciran, Lamongan; and 6) Pesantren Darussalam, Gontor in Ponorogo. The study 
was a comparison between those different pesantrens in a few areas such as management system and 
their commitment to community development.  
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2.1. Kyai as Pesantren Leader, responsible to Badan Wakaf 

 

As discussed above, after the handing over of the pesantren’s legal ownership to 

Badan Wakaf, this body assumed responsibility as the ‘highest authority’ at Pesantren 

Gontor. The Badan Wakaf is guided by Statutes and Bylaws (Anggaran Dasar and 

Anggaran Rumah Tangga) in its operation. In regard to the position of kyai as 

pesantren leaders, chapter II of the Anggaran Rumah Tangga of the Badan Wakaf 

(Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor, 1994:18) states: 

 

 “The Leaders of Pondok Modern Gontor are Mandataries of the 
Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern who are obliged to execute the 
decrees of the Badan Wakaf and are responsible to the Badan 

Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor”.  
 

It then goes on to state: 
 
  “The Leaders of Pondok Modern Gontor apart from leading the 
Educational Institution of Pesantren Gontor are obliged to educate 
the students in accordance with the tradition of the Educational 
Institution Pondok Modern Gontor (Sunnah Balai Pendidikan 

Pondok Modern Gontor)”.  

 
 

Thus, the leaders of Pesantren Gontor are subject to act in accordance with the 

guidelines given by the Body. They are also to give regular reports to the Badan 

Wakaf on their performance in running the pesantren. Their report is to be submitted 

to the Board of Committee’s meeting held at least once in a year.  

 

The Bylaws (Chapter VII, Clause 13/14) state: “The meeting of the Board is to be 

held at least once a year” and “(The Board), compels every organisation in the Balai 

Pendidikan Pondok Modern Gontor to submit a report of their activities to the Badan 

Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor”.  (Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Pondok 

ModernGontor and AD & ART Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor 1994:15-16). 60 

                                                 
60 The Wardun Magazines (2004:87) suggests that the Badan Wakaf has conducted its 51st official 
meeting on the 4th to 5th June 2004 to evaluate the progress and development of all institutions within 
the pesantren for the period of one year from 2003.   This is quite different to the common practice 
taking place in most pesantren where the Kyai is accountable to no body as the Highest authority 
holder in his pesantren. This includes the decision to appoint his successor/s to lead the pesantren when 
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The organisational structure at Pesantren Gontor emphasizes that the Leadership of 

Pesantren Gontor is responsible to the Badan Wakaf for the running of the pesantren. 

In performing this task, the leadership is assisted by five organisations. One operates 

in the managerial area i.e. Yayasan Pemeliharaan dan Perluasan Wakaf Pondok 

Modern (the Foundation of Maintenance and Expansion of the Endowment of Pondok 

Modern). Another, IKPM (Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern/Family Association of 

Pondok Modern) operates in the networking of the alumni association and its 

members. Three others operate in education and teaching, namely 1) Pengasuhan 

Santri (the Santri Guidance Council), which in the past was in the hands of Kyai 

Ahmad Sahal; 2) the Director of Kulliyatul Mu'allimien Al-Islamiyah (KMI), which 

was in the hand of Kyai Imam Zarkasyi and 3) the Rector of the Darussalam Institute 

of Islamic Studies, Kafrawi Ridwan, a position held in the past by Imam Zarkasyi as 

an Acting Rector.   

 

Commenting on the aims of the establishment of the Badan Wakaf, Hadiyin Rifa’i 

recalls what Kyai Imam Zarkasyi used to say to its members following its 

inauguration: “If the Kyai (Trimurti/the founders of Gontor) were to pass away, the 

pondok will not subsequently die, because there is no one who continues (to manage 

Gontor) and that it will not deviate from the ideas and aspirations of Trimurti” 61 

(Interview on 22 March 2004). 62 

 

                                                                                                                                            
he is no longer capable to do so, or to nominate individual who will lead the pesantren following his 
death. 
 
61 “Supaya apabila Kyainya (Trimurti) mati, pondoknya jangan i0kut mati, karena tidak ada yang 
meneruskan; dan supaya jangan menyeleweng dari ide dan cita-cita Trimurti” 
 
62 In 1981, after Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, the son of Kyai Imam Zarkasyi returned from his study in 
Cairo, Mohamad Husnun, one of the Gontor alumni said to Imam Zarkasyi: If now, for the sake of 
caderitation, Syukri were focused for the pesantren’s matters, it would probably be better. Imam 
Zarkasyi replied: Has the son of Kyai to be the Kyai?  Is the one to replace me has to be my son? No, 
leave (this matter) to Badan Wakaf.  Husnun added: But, it would be better if some of your tasks were 
handed over to Syukri, so he would be more responsible, while you are still with him. He responded: 
Yes, I have given him some (of my tasks), but don’t expect too much that Syukri is the one who will 
replace me (Imam Zarkasyi Di Mata Ummat 1996: 776) 
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Following is the organisational structure of Pesantren Gontor which is in practice until 

today. The Chart shows how the management system within the Pesantren Gontor 

operates after the establishment of the Badan Wakaf in 1958 as the highest authority 

in the pesantren (Profil Pondok Modern Gontor 2004: 22).  The Chart also shows the 

position of Kyais under the hierarchy of Badan Wakaf and the participation of santri 

to run the pesantren under various organisations. 
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ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE 

PONDOK MODERN GONTOR 

 

 

Diagram explanation: 

Badan Wakaf   : Endowment Board of Pondok Modern Gontor 

Pimpinan Pesantren Gontor : Leadership of Pesantren Gontor 

ISID    : Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies 

KMI    : Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah 

Pengasuhan Santri  : Santri Guidance Council 

BADAN WAKAF 

PIMPINAN 
PONDOK MODERN GONTOR 

Kampus 
Gontor 

Secretariat Pimpinan 
& Administrsi 

KOPONTREN PLMPM PEMBANGUNAN 

OPPM PRAMUKA DEMA 

MAHASISWA SANTRI SANTRI MAHASISWA SANTRI  

ISID KMI PENGASUHAN 
 SANTRI   

KONSULAT 

YPPWPM 

ALUMNI  

IKPM 
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YPPWPM : Foundation for the Maintenance and Expansion of the             

(Land) Endowment of Pesantren Gontor 

IKPM : The Alumni Association of Pesantren Gontor 

KOPONTREN : The Cooperative of Pesantren Gontor 

PLMPM : The Centre of Management Training and Community             

Development 

PEMBANGUNAN : Development / Construction 

OPPM : Association of Students of Pesantren Gontor 

PRAMUKA : Boy Scouts 

DEMA : University Students Council 

MAHASISWA : University Student 

SANTRI   : High School Student 

 
 

Eric Hoyle (1988: 28) asserts that the study of educational leadership is embedded in 

management theory which, in turn, has its intellectual roots in social psychology. It 

has many important elements, one of which is that management theories of leadership 

are apolitical or, at least, leave the political element implicit. However, all 

organizations are characterised by micro-political activity and leadership is to a 

considerable degree a political task. There is an increasing consciousness of this 

aspect of educational leadership.  

 

He further argues that the initial assumption about leadership was that it was a 

function of personal characteristics – what he terms ‘the trait approach’. But this 

approach proved to have little power in predicating effective leadership since it 

excluded consideration of leadership style and contexts of leadership. No timeless 

leadership qualities were satisfactorily identified and effective leadership was seen to 

be relevant to context. 

 

Before the death of Ahmad Sahal in 1977 Gontor was under the collective leadership 

of its founders, Ahmad Sahal and Imam Zarkasyi after Zainuddin Fananie decided to 

pursue his career as a government official in Jakarta. After the death of the three 

founders, i.e. Zainuddin Fanani in 1967, Ahmad Sahal in 1977 and Imam Zarkasyi in 
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1985, Gontor operated under a Collective Leadership of three persons. This decision 

was made by the Badan Wakaf in continuation of the leadership style assumed by the 

Trimurti.  

 

In a tradition that takes place in most pesantren, the kyai, the leader of a pesantren, 

would assign his elder son or son-in-law as his successor. As Kafrawi Ridwan (2006: 

28-29) the current chairman of the Badan Wakaf noted, there was a difficult process 

in the appointment of Imam Zarkasyi’s successor/s. When he passed away on 30th 

April 1985, there was no plan on who would be to be his successor/s.  After the 

funeral was over in the earlier afternoon on 1st May 1985, the Board of Badan Wakaf 

convened a meeting led by its Chairman Hadiryin Rifaie with the sole agenda to 

discuss the successors of Gontor’s leadership.  The meeting, as Ridwan described, 

was not easy and tiring as this was the first meeting of its kind and there was no 

direction, let alone a will, from the late Imam Zarkasyi on the issue of his 

successor/s.63  There was legal guidance from the Charter (of Badan Wakaf) and its 

constitution, but there was the remaining unanswered question: how to implement it. 

The leadership had to be appointed without delay to avoid a vacuum period which 

could create a problem.  As Kafrawi noted, the meeting almost reached an agreement 

when, through an intensive lobby, Hamam Ja’far, the leader of Pesantren Pabelan and 

Abdul Hafiz Dasuki, the high ranking official at the Department of Religious Affairs 

both agreed to continue the Gontor leadership. Both fulfilled the requirements as 

Gontor alumni and members of the Badan Wakaf. But for unspecified reasons, at the 

last moment, they changed their minds and declined the offer. At 2.00am when there 

was no decision taken, the meeting had to be adjourned for a break. After the meeting 

was reconvened, there was a proposal to continue the Trimurti’s tradition of a 

Collective Leadership. It was agreed that one had to be a senior alumnus and two 

from Ahmad Sahal and Imam Zarkasyi’s descendants, who were Gontor alumni and 

members of the Badan Wakaf. After the appointment of Hasan Abdullah Sahal, the 

son of late Ahmad Sahal as a member of the Badan Wakaf to fill the vacant position 

after the death of Hasan Basri, it was agreed the Gontor leadership should consist of 

                                                 
63 During his lifetime, including a period while he was sick Imam Zarkasyi maintained not to presume 
the appointment of successor/s for him as he believed this was the responsibility and authority of the 
Badan Wakaf. This is despite his persistence in preparing the cadres who will take responsibility of the 
future and the continuation of the Pesantren Gontor. (Refer to the conversation between Imam Zarkasyi 
and Muhammad Husnun)  
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Shoiman Luqman al-Hakim, the senior alumni, Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, the son of 

Imam Zarkasyi and Hasan Abdullah Sahal, the son of Ahmad Sahal. The 

announcement of the new leader’s names was made at the Gontor’s grand mosque on 

the 2nd May 1985 at 4.00am before the morning (fajr) prayer. 

 

The first leadership team (1985-1999) were Shoiman Lukmanul Hakim, Abdullah 

Syukri Zarkasyi and Hasan Abdullah Sahal. After the death of Shoiman in 1999, 

Imam Badri, a senior teacher and the Director of the KMI took up the third position in 

the collective leadership of the pesantren. The Directorship of the KMI was then taken 

over by another senior teacher Atim Husnan. This structure is also applicable in 

Gontor’s campuses for Girls, which is located in Sambirejo, Ngawi, about one 

hundred kilometres away from Gontor. A similar leadership structure is applied to the 

Institut Studi Islam Darussalam/ ISID (Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies).  

Dewan Mahasiswa ISID (The Students’ Council of Darussalam Institute) assists the 

leadership of the Institute in running the campus of the Institute, similar to that of the 

main campus of the KMI, which is run by OPPM (Booklet Pondok Modern Gontor 

2000: iv).   

 

2.2. Lembaga Pengasuhan Santri (the Santri Guidance Council)  

In conducting daily activities of education and teaching on campus, Pesantren Gontor 

has formed an institution called Pengasuhan Santri (the Santri Guidance Council). 

This institution plays a major role in the educational process from planning, execution 

and evaluation. It is led by the Gontor’s leaders, currently Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi 

and Hasan Abdullah Sahal, and assisted by 11 senior teachers each of whom is tasked 

with a special duty. Wardun (2008: 7) notes the following: “Pengasuhan Santri is an 

institution which plays a role and function in the education and development of the 

/santri activities. This institution provides direction, motivation and problem solving 

to the santri and also stresses that the students understand the educational philosophy 

at Gontor that animates every activity of the students.”  

 

One of the senior teachers at Gontor who is a member of the Students Guidance 

Council explained to me, that “we, the members of the Lembaga Pengasuhan act as 

direct supervisors to the Students Association who conduct and manage daily 

activities of the santri. Only on certain major issue where we can’t handle the matter, 
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we communicate with and refer the matter to the Leaders of the pesantren”.  With this 

process the real leadership authority in the pesantren is in the hand of the Students 

Association and the Senior Teachers who are the former santri and students at 

Darussalam Institute.    

 

Because of its function, the Pengasuhan Santri works closely with student 

organisations which include the Organisasi Pelajar Pondok Modern/ OPPM (Student 

Organisation of Pondok Modern), the Scouts Movement, the Konsulat and the IKPM 

(Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern/the Family Association of Pondok Modern) in 

enforcing discipline and conducting other day-to-day activities on the campus. The 

role of each of these organisations will be discussed in the following sections. 

 

3. The    critical    involvement   of   students    in   running   the              
     pesantren’s activities 

 
One of the aims of education and training at Gontor is to prepare santri to be ready to 

live independently on their own (mandiri). This is done by giving the santri 

opportunities to manage their own affairs and to conduct their activities in the 

pesantren through the operation of student organisations on campus. This is another 

feature of the Gontor Model I listed above. Every task is done by santri on a voluntary 

basis. There is no paid employee to do work inside the pesantren except for very 

special positions such as cleaning outside the buildings or building maintenance. And 

even for this work, students are occasionally called together to do ‘general cleaning’ 

(pembersihan umum).  The ‘self-help system’ aims to implant a sense of belonging, 

responsibility and sincerity and has taught students to work as part of a team.     

 

Hadiyin Rifaie, the then Chairman of Badan Wakaf of Pesantren Gontor recounted to 

me his recollection while he was studying at Gontor: “Kyai Imam Zarkasyi used the 

Dutch term ‘Zelfhulp system: delen in de kosten en het delen van het gebruik’ which 

he explained: ‘self help system, sama-sama urun, sama-sama pakai’/ share in 

contribution and share in the use (of facilities).”  He explained this principle to the 

students: “Gontor belongs to all of you, belongs to the Muslim Ummah. This means 

that all of you and the Ummah are responsible to look after it, to maintain it, to 

develop it and to make it useful for the whole Ummah. When we say it belongs to 
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you, it doesn’t mean that every one has the right to take any part of it: this table 

belongs to me, this room belongs to me or this building belongs to me, which means I 

can take it for my personal use. No, this is not what we mean by sama-sama urun 

sama-sama pakai”. (Interview in May 2004). 

 

With the positions available within the organisations at various  levels and capacities, 

from branch to sub branch level of OPPM (Organisagi Pelajar Pondok Modern), 

DEMA (Dewan Mahasiswa), PRAMUKA, KONSULAT, KOPONTREN (Koperasi 

Pondok Pesantren) and others, Gontor has provided abundant opportunities for santri 

to train themselves in management and leadership. When I asked Hidayat Nur Wahid, 

Chairman of the People’s Consultative Assembly (Majelis Permusyawaratan 

Rakyat/MPR), about his position as the MPR Chairman, he made the following 

remark:  

 

Being elected as the chairman of the MPR I didn’t feel any 
awkwardness or incapability. On the contrary I felt confident with 
what I had to do, although I have to deal with different people, who, in 
many cases, have more experience than me in politics64. This 
confidence is always with me because of the training I received from 
Gontor (Interview on May 2005).     

 

  3.1. Pelajar Islam Indonesia/P.I.I. (Indonesian Muslim Students  
                   Association) 
 

 In 1947, Pelajar Islam Indonesia / PII (the Indonesian Muslim Students Association) 

was adopted as the sole Student Association in Pesantren Gontor.65 The reason given 

for the choice of PII was that the organisation in Gontor is intended as a unifying 

mechanism, to avoid division and friction between the students, whereas the real 

function of the organisation is to manage the internal affairs and daily activities of the 

                                                 
64 When elected as Chairman of the MPR on 6 October 2004, Wahid was 44 years old. Prior to his 
election to the position of Chairman of the MPR he was President of the PKS/Partai Keadilan 

Sejahtera (Prosperous Justice Party). Under his leadership the party won 8,18% votes (6th   in order of 
votes in the country) in the 2004 Legislative general/national election, although it was considered as a 
new political party. 
 
65  From a historical perspective PII was established under the umbrella of Masyumi, the largest Islamic 
political party of the modernist group in the 1950s. There are other Muslim Students Organisations, 
such as IPNU, Ikatan Pelajar Nahdlatul Ulama (The Indonesian Students Association affiliated to NU) 
and IPM, Ikatan Pelajar Muhamadiyah (The Indonesian Students Association affiliated to 
Muhamadiyah). The question was raised by the traditionalists as to why Gontor chose PII, when it 
declares that Gontor does not affiliate to any political party.  
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students on the campus. In addition, when Gontor officially established the PII in 

1947, it was the only Islamic Students Association in the country. It was not affiliated 

to any political party. Moreover alumni of Gontor can join other groups, not just PII 

in pursuing their social activities (Laporan Mubes IKPM 1964: 13). In fact, the 

alumni of Gontor are spread out as members and activists of different Islamic 

organisations and political parties, representing the traditionalist and modernist alike.  

 

As the only Student Organisation in Gontor PII had a very important role in the 

educational program on the campus, known as the ‘self governing system’ and also in 

organising and supervising the daily activities of the students. Therefore, the 

organisation was equipped with various departments: a Secretariat, Finance, 

Information, Education, Students’ Library, Sports, Health, Cooperative, Guest 

Reception, Canteen, Photo Studio and Security sections.    

 

On the role of the student’s organisation at Gontor, Kafrawi Ridwan who assumed the 

leadership of Badan Wakaf after the death of Hadiyin Rifafa’i in 1999 made the 

following comment (Interview on 20 April 2004): 

 
  Pak Zarkasyi underlined that the PII had to be part of the educational 

infrastructure and had to serve as a vehicle for extensive self-
development (Javanese: kawah condrodimuko) for leadership training. 
The office bearers had to be elected directly and democratically and 
sworn in by the Pesantren’s leader. To give equal chances, the service 
period of office bearers was limited to one year only. To ensure the 
students do the right things, the external activities of the organisation had 
to be conducted with the knowledge and approval of the Pesantren’s 
leader.  

 
 

The status of PII in Gontor was as a branch with autonomous status. Therefore, 

externally, it has maintained constant contact with other chapters and is also involved 

in the organisation’s regional and national activities, such as attending conferences, 

meetings of Board and other activities. 

 

In 1969 the PII was replaced by a new organisation called OPPM, Organisasi Pelajar 

Pondok Modern (The Association of Students of Pondok Modern), an exclusive and 

fully independent body that does not relate structurally to any other organisation 

outside Gontor. This was due to political change at the national level when other 
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Islamic student organisations were established in the country. NU established their 

student organisation known as IPNU (Ikatan Pelajar Nahdlatul Ulama) and 

Muhammadiyah also established IPPM (Ikatan Pemuda Pelajar Muhammadiyah). 

This meant that PII no longer represented all Muslim students in the country. 

 

At the same time, the headquarters of the organisation for Gontor’s alumni, the IKPM 

(Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern / the Family Association of Pondok Modern), was 

transferred from Jogyakarta to Gontor.66  One of the functions of the IKPM is to 

maintain communication between the alumni and their almamater intact as one 

family. Kafrawi Ridwan made the following remark:  

 

Like the alumni of Gontor in general, after the graduation the 
relationship with the pesantren does not end, as in the case of graduates 
of other formal schools. The education of Pesantren Gontor leaves a 
strong effect on its alumni. The pondok becomes a second home after the 
parent’s own home. So much so that the Kyai is a second parent after 
one’s parent. (Interview on 2 October 2005).67   

 

3.2. Organisasi Pelajar Pondok Modern /OPPM (Students’ Organisation  
        of   Pondok Modern): 

 
In managing day-to-day activities in the pesantren the role of the Student Council, 

known as OPPM, is instrumental. The Wardun magazine (1999: 9) published in 

Gontor suggests the following:  

The Student Organisation of Pondok Modern (OPPM) is a tool for 
mental and character building of the santri of Pondok Modern Gontor. 
In this organisation there are a lot of opportunities for training of the 
students to be a self-sufficient and responsible person. To some extent 
it also gives political education. It is not strange to see the alumni of 
Gontor who turn out to be politicians or leaders of organizations.  

 

On the important role of OPPM, Imam Badri the then the Director of KMI stated:  

The existence of the OPPM can not be separated from the day-to-day 
life of the students, because the OPPM manages all the activities of the 
students to allow them to manage their own life.  As the OPPM is the 

                                                 
66 There was no official explanation for the transfer, but according to undisclosed observers, there were 
some elements within the IKPM trying to politicize the organisation, bringing it under the influence of 
a certain political group (see Pidato K.H.  Imam Zarkasyi 1999: 23). The role of the IKPM will be 
discussed in more details in different chapter.  
 
67 Further role of IKPM will be elaborated in Chapter Seven. 
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main organisation in Gontor that runs the daily activities on campus, in 
order to fulfil its function, this body is equipped with 
departments/sections in accordance to the need of the students. 
Currently the OPPM is equipped with 20 departments/sections: 
secretariat, treasury, education, library, language enforcement, 
information, health, sports, music and arts, vocational training, 
photocopy, photography, canteen, student cooperative, catering, 
laundry, security, guest reception and park and environment. 
(Interview on 23 May 2004). 
 
 

The Wardun (1994: 6-9) elaborates in detail on the task and responsibility of each 

department of the OPPM (See Appendix 4). There are 20 departments under the 

OPPM Central Board that are responsible to conduct all matters related to the 

operation of activities on the campus.  This includes: 1) secretariat, 2) treasury, 3) 

information, 4) health and medical service, 5) security and discipline enforcement, 6) 

photocopy service, 7) photography, 8) student canteen, 9) student cooperative, 10) 

catering service cooperative, 11) laundry service, 12) guest reception and hospitality, 

13) mosque activities, 14) park and environmental affairs, 15) central language 

enforcement, 16) sport, 17) music, 18) library, 19) vocational training, and 20) 

education.  There are three additional departments operating directly under the 

guidance of the Guardian Council: 1) IT and Computer Centre, 2) Printing and 

Publishing House and 3) Gontor Radio Station (Suargo: Suara Radio Gontor. 68   

 

The secretariat and treasury are the motor of this organisation. The information 

section is responsible to convey messages and announcements to the students, to relay 

news broadcast from radio and TV and to provide newspapers on notice boards. The 

health and medical service department takes care of students’ health by providing 

medical and dental services, ambulances; it also sells basic medicines. The task of the 

photocopy and photography services, student’s canteen and cooperative69 and laundry 

services is to provide services to the students for a nominal fee, with any profit to be 

donated to the pesantren’s fund. The park and environmental section looks after the 

landscape within the campus. The sport and music sections organise time-tables for 

                                                 
68 Suargo, Javanese, literally means paradise. 
 
69 One of the staff of the Cooperative advised me that the shop limits itself to not selling expensive or 
luxurious articles. This is in line with Gontor’s principle to educate santri to live a simple life. The 
Santri Guardian Council, from time to time inspects what is sold in the shop and their prices (Interview 
on 23 May 2004). 
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the practice of each club, organise competitions between different clubs and also 

organise courses and trainings. The guest reception and hospitality section welcomes 

guests who visit Gontor as individuals or in a group.70 The library section provides 

reading materials, is responsible for the catalogue and for lending books. It also works 

to motivate students to visit the library often by allocating a time-table for students 

based on their classes’ schedules. Vocational training provides after hours educational 

training in skills such as art, stenography, typing, accounting and administration, 

calligraphy, and computers.  

 

The department of education is the core of all of the departments and is responsible 

for running the afternoon classes for years 1 to 3, the public speaking practice, and 

other matters relating to education and training while the Mosque activities section 

arranges the time-table for the Imam (leader) of the 5 daily prayers and the khatib 

(sermon presenter) for Friday prayers; it coordinate activities conducted at the 

mosque.   The IT and Computer Centre, the Printing and Publishing House and the 

Radio Station each has a crucial role in the implementation of the education program 

at Gontor. (see the Table for details of the tasks of each section/department). 

 

3.3. The application of strong but distinctive discipline for the campus life 

One of the important features of the Gontor Model is its application of strong but 

distinctive discipline for the campus life. The twenty-four hour life on the campus 

follows a clear time table (see chapter Six on Curriculum) and is under strict 

supervision. There are no written rules and regulations within the campus but the 

santri are briefed on these during Orientation Week - known as Khutbat-ul-‘Arsy 

( ª©�{ ا��tش( , at the beginning of the academic year.  

                                                 
70 This section welcomes and provides hospitality which includes free shared accommodation and 
meals to any visitor coming to Gontor either as individual or in a group. As students are at the age of 
high school level (13 - 18 years old) and come from distant areas, parents or relatives love to visit their 
children and relatives occasionally. For those who prefer better accommodation with private facilities 
Gontor provides hotel-like accommodation in a more private environment on the outskirts of the 
campus, with nominal fees. For VIP guests such ministers, high ranking officials and special guests 
from overseas, Gontor provides a free special accommodation in a more luxurious building.  For a 
visitor who comes to Gontor for the first time the staff of this section would organise a guided tour to 
see the campus’ facilities. If visitors are in a group, this section would form a special receiving 
committee to look after them during their stay at Gontor. This includes a group of research students, 
students on an excursion and members of parliament. This section also keeps records of all visitors 
coming during the year and of any event related to the visit such as video of the meeting-reception and 
media coverage.  
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The security and discipline enforcement section of the OPPM is responsible for 

establishment and supervision discipline and security on campus. It arranges the time-

table for students who are on duty to enforce discipline. This section is vital, as one of 

the main distinguishing characteristics of Gontor is its enforcement of strong 

discipline.71 Gontor is known for the strong discipline it applies to the students on 

campus and this is one of the features of the Gontor Model. 

 

This is in contrast to the practice taking place in some traditional pesantren where the 

students enjoy full freedom for what they do on campus. During my field research in 

2004 I visited some traditional pesantren in Madura and East Java to observe the daily 

life in those pesantren. There is no obligation to attend a congregational prayer at the 

mosque or whether you attend any lesson given by the Kyai, or whether you wake up 

before or after fajr (morning) prayer. You can join and leave the pesantren any time 

you wish. Everything is left to students to manage their own time table. 

 

These rules and regulations at Gontor are known as “sunnah pondok modern” 

(literally Pesantran Gontor’s traditions). Kyai Zarkasyi explained why there are no 

written rules and regulations at Gontor. He said: “If I put forward a written rule: 

students are not allowed to fight each other, but some people might argue: what about 

if I have to defend my self against an attacker? If I put forward another written rule: 

students are not allowed to eat at any canteen/restaurant outside campus, some people 

might say: what about if I can’t find food I like on the campus? When students know 

there is sunnah being adopted, they will respect and follow them voluntarily as part of 

their agreement to enter and study at Gontor. This is the practice we have been living 

with in Gontor since it was established” (Kumpulan Pidato Pimpinan 1981: 63)   One 

of the staff in Discipline and Security section advised me that to establish and 

                                                 
71 For instance, if a student does not join prayer in congregation at the mosque he will have to recite the 
Qur’an for half an hour at the Teachers’ office or to do the daily cleaning of his room for 3 days. If a 
student goes to the city or goes home without permission, he will probably have to shave his hair, since 
this is a bigger offence than the first one. A major offence, such as fighting and stealing, will carry the 
heaviest penalty, i.e. to leave Gontor for good (interview in May 2004). This section is perhaps the 
most popular one among the santri, because it also makes public the names of offenders, through a 
verbal announcement at the mosque after sunset (Maghrib) prayer, which all the students, numbering 
more than 3,500, attend. 
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maintain discipline there is a convention which includes sanctions for offenders. This 

sanction varies depending on the offence.  

 

The members of the Executive committee of the OPPM are elected annually from 

among the candidates nominated by the Konsulat, who are from year 5 students. Each 

Konsulat, through a democratic election nominated 2 persons to be members of the 

executive committee of the OPPM. Those candidates elect Chairman and Deputies of 

Chairman. The chairman and his deputies form the whole committee/ office bearers 

from the candidates that were nominated by the consulates and participated in the 

contest. Inauguration of new office bearers of the OPPM is conducted by the 

Pesantren leaders, in front of all students. Prior to handing over the office to the new 

committee, the outgoing office bearers present their annual report to all members and 

is subject to criticism and evaluation.  All financial profits made by sections which 

provide general services such as canteen, cooperative, photography, photocopy, 

laundry etc. after  reporting to the members are donated to the pesantren’s fund.72 All 

committee members live in one building to facilitate communication and 

coordination, and for efficiency in conducting their task.  

 

 The Chart on the following page shows the structure of the OPPM Executive 

Committee: 

                                                 
72 In the year 1999, there were 20 sections under the OPPM Central Board. They 
accumulated an annual profit of IDR 604,641,650.00 (six hundred four million, six 
hundred forty one thousand and six hundred fifty Indonesian rupiah), equivalent to 
$110,010.00 (one hundred ten thousand and ten Australian dollars) (Wardun 1999:12) 
After the Board gave its annual report to all students at the Annual General Meeting, 
during which the Kyais were present, this amount was handed over to the leaders of 
the pesantren to be deposited into the ‘Pondok Fund’. This amount is as a contribution 
of the OPPM to the Pondok.  
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3.4. Student protests at Gontor   

Two protests took place at Gontor that had a significant impact on the running of 

educational activities on campus and affected the reputation of Pesantren Gontor. 

These two protests took place in 1962 and 1967 and were related to issues of social 

welfare, although during the second protest an alleged political element emerged at a 

later stage.    

 

The protest in 1962 started when some students in year five expressed their 

dissatisfaction over the services of the catering section that provided three meals a day 

for the students. They accused the catering and administration staffs, who were senior 

students and teachers, of being corrupt and demanded that those responsible be 

expelled from the pesantren in accordance to the rule and discipline applied at Gontor. 

Achmad Rifa’i Arief who was President of the Students’ Association (PII) at the time, 

asserted that some young members of the Teachers’ Council (Majlis Guru) reacted 

unwisely to the students’ demand using harsh physical action and deciding to expel 

the protest leaders (Wiryono 1996: 737-38). The students left the campus and 

organised a meeting at nearby Grageh village, and as a consequence, this affair 

became known as the Grageh Affair (Peristiwa Grageh).  The students agreed that if 

any one of them were expelled, all of them would leave Gontor.   As a result, most 

students of year five left Gontor. Only a few students stayed and continued their 

study.  

 
 
The second protest took place at Gontor on 11 March 1967. It originated from a 

similar cause to the first one, i.e. the issue of a social welfare.  It was on a larger scale 

than the earlier protest and brought about the temporary closure of all educational 

activities. This protest started as the students’ expression of their dissatisfaction with 

the way the catering section provided meals for the students and it quickly gained 

support from young members of Teachers Council who were also unhappy with the 

welfare facilities provided for them. (Ahmad Rifa’i Arief: 737-8, Misbahussurur: 797-

8, in Wiryono, 1996). 

 

 A special emergency committee of senior teachers was formed to handle the 

situation. With direction of the Gontor’s leaders, the committee took the drastic action 
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of proclaiming an indefinite holiday and requiring all students to leave Gontor. The 

committee then decided on which students who would be allowed to return to Gontor. 

This event became known as the Eleventh of March Tragedy (Peristiwa Sebelas 

Maret/Persemar), as it took place on that date.  73 

 

3.4.1. Perspectives on these protests 

These incidents reflect two different and conflicting factors. First, there was the 

courage of the students to express their views openly and transparently, an action 

which would not have happened in other pesantren, especially traditional ones. This is 

a significant difference in attitude between Gontor’s students and of other pesantren, 

with Gontor’s insistence on implanting freedom of thinking and critical attitude 

among its students.  On the other hand, at the time, there was a lack of a reliable 

channel through which Gontor could provide for its students to express their view on 

matters concerning their matters, including their welfare.  

 

As Ali Saifullah (in Rahardjo 1988: 149) has  asserted  an investigation of Gontor’s 

failure  to provide an adequate  facilities to the students,  including accommodation 

and regular daily meals  would have answered the main reason behind this protest. If 

this was the main reason for these riots, then it is understandable, and in line with 

Gontor’s aim of giving students ‘freedom of thought’. However, he argues, that 

within the pesantren tradition, this action was in the 1960s considered unacceptable.  

 

 3.4.2. The impact on Gontor’s development 

These protests had a significant impact on Gontor’s development especially in its 

policy in short and long term. In the short term, it led to an improvement in ways the 

facilities were provided, particularly in getting food caterers to deliver a diverse food 

menu and provide an overview of what they were doing within the available budget.  

Students were encouraged to give feedback and input on these matters. Some of the 

measures that were implemented to prevent further such actions to happen included 

                                                 
73 According to one informant from Gontor, this matter was sadly manipulated by some senior teachers 
led by a part time teacher who had a direct link and contact with some political leaders in Jakarta, and 
who was allegedly eager to become the Director of the school (K.M.I.).  However, this matter is hardly 
to be substantiated.  
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providing a suggestion box, hanging a weekly menu on a notice board and putting a 

note on the newsletter.   

 

In the long run, these incidents strengthened Gontor’s leaders’ determination in their 

undertaking of the Panca Jangka (Five Items Plan), one of whose items included the 

welfare of its leaders, staffs and their families.  Although this did not show full result 

during the era of the Trimurti, Gontor experienced major progress in this area in the 

second era of Post Trimurti. Teachers and staffs’ welfares are now catered for in more 

reasonable ways.  

 

As for students’ welfare facilities which include accommodation and meals, Gontor 

stands on its policy, that as pondok-pesantren, it needs to cater for the needs of 

different economic strata within Indonesian Muslim communities. It would not 

increase students’ fees in order to provide better services, which would deter low 

income earners from sending their children to Gontor. However, from the Trimurti 

era, different levels of meal services were provided for students but these meals had to 

be paid for separately. 74 

 

3.5. Gerakan Pramuka (Scout Movement):  

Soon after the re-establishment of the ‘new Gontor’ in 1926, when the T.A. 

(Tarbiyatul Atfal), primary school level of the educational institution was opened, 

Gontor set up a Scout Movement known as Bintang Islam (literally: ‘the Star of 

Islam’).  In 1942 the name of the movement was officially changed into Pandu Islam 

Indonesia (Indonesian Islamic Scout Movement) and affiliated to the Central Board of 

this organisation based in national capital Jakarta. Its status then became a branch of 

this organisation with special autonomous status. 

 

In 1959 the government of Indonesia issued a decree to dissolve all Scout movements 

in the country, which were affiliated to different political and religious organisations, 

and integrate them into one Scout movement called Gerakan Pramuka (Pramuka 

Movement). Gontor subsequently followed the ruling and changed Pandu Islam 

Indonesia into Pramuka. The Central Board of Pramuka is based in its Headquarters 

                                                 
74 At one stage some students were allowed to prepare their own meals. However problems emerged in 
implementing this policy and these arrangements were cancelled.  



 122 

in Jakarta; structurally Gontor has status as a full branch with sub-branches consisting 

of student residential buildings. The Gontor Board is supported by departments, 

including a Secretariat, Finance and Logistics section which manage an equipment 

shop selling accessories for the scout uniform. The profits of this business are used to 

help finance the activities of the movement. 

 

The role of the Scout is crucial especially in leadership training and personality 

building and therefore needs to be outlined here. While participation of the students in 

the OPPM’s activities is on a voluntary basis and depends on the student’s 

willingness, the participation of santri in Scout’s activities is compulsory at least once 

a week to attend regular training. During this training, a santri receives extensive 

lesson and practice in developing personal skills. Other activities conducted by the 

movement include camping, excursions, courses in a drum band and first aid, training 

in search and rescue and other skills training.          

 

The reputation of Gontor’s Pramuka has been acknowledged by the Central/National 

Board of Pramuka in Jakarta. The Gontor branch of Pramuka has participated in 

National and International Camps representing Indonesia including in the 

Netherlands, Japan, England and Australia. The drum band of Gontor’s Pramuka has 

won National competitions and participated in the opening and closing ceremonies of 

national and regional events such as National Porseni/Pekan Olah Raga dan Seni 

Nasional (National Week of Arts and Sports) and SEA Games (South East Asia 

Games).      

3.6. Konsulat (The Students Regional Representatives) 

Gontor strongly encourages students in their daily life on campus to interact with each 

other across the boundaries of ethnicity and area of origin. Any strong focus based on 

the same race or region of origin is discouraged and even banned.  One of the reasons 

for this is to motivate and stimulate the use of Arabic and English languages and to 

broaden the range of students’ relationships and insights. The allocation of rooms for 

the students is also conducted by carefully considering these factors (Saifullah, 1974: 

23).  
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However, as the students are living far away from their parents and relatives who are 

supposed to help them in any difficulties and under certain other circumstances, the 

pesantren has set up an organisation with this function called the Konsulat, probably 

taken from the word ‘Consulate’ (denoting a representative of their country or 

region). The function of the Konsulat is as representative of parents of the students in 

their private or personal matters, helping them in the case of sickness, financial 

difficulty, or when they are in need of moral and emotional support. The Konsulat 

also acts as a Liaison Body between the pesantren and the students’ parents in their 

area.  

 

The “Gontor Magazine” (Oct. 2003: 41) wrote the following about the Konsulat: 

Apart from an intra-school organisation, the OPPM, there is a 
representative organisation which coordinates santri based on their 
region of origin. This organisation is called the Konsulat. There is a 
Konsulat based on city names, such as Konsulat of DKI Jakarta, 
Surabaya, Palembang. There is a Konsulat based on provincial 
names, such as Konsulat North Sumatera, Bangka Belitung. There is 
also a Konsulat which represents a combination of a few provinces, 
such as Sulawesi-Maluku-Papua, and of Overseas Students.  

 

Part of this organisation’s activities is to conduct a gathering attended by the parents 

and the students in their respective cites, during the school’s holiday, such as on the 

First Day after the month of Ramadhan. In its operation, the Konsulat works closely 

with the Board of the OPPM, Pramuka and the IKPM. The number of Konsulat 

depends on the number of provinces and areas with a good number of students. The 

students originating from overseas formed their own representative organization 

known as the Konsulat Luar Negeri (Overseas Consulate). In 2004 it had a 

membership of 97 students coming from Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Australia, 

Japan, Somalia, Suriname and America. (Wardun 2004: 21).    

 
4. The importance given to Vocational Training 

 
One of the features of the Gontor Model is its strong attention given to the Vocational 

Training. This is based on Gontor adoption on the philosophy of the community 

development (pendidikan kemasyarakatan). The Gontor’s leaders claim that the 

students are here to be trained to be ready to work in and for the community (siap 

terjun ke masyarakat).  
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As part of its program of Education Reform, Pesantren Gontor has undertaken an 

expansion of Vocational Training for graduates. The most significant projects in this 

area are the establishment of two Training Centres:  

 

  4.1. Pusat Latihan Managemen dan Pengembangan Masyarakat/PLMPM 
          (Centre for Management Training and Community Development) 

 
In 1988, Gontor moved a step forward in its process of educational reform by 

establishing the Centre for Management Training and Community Development 

(Pusat Latihan Managemen dan Pengembangan Masyarakat/PLMPM). This body 

was established with the main aim of giving the santri theoretical and practical 

training in aspects of management and community development. This body is 

managed and supervised by the Yayasan Pemeliharaan dan Perluasan Wakaf Pondok 

Modern (The Foundation for the Maintenance and Expansion of Pondok Modern’s 

Endowment).  The participants of this training are santri who have just finished their 

study at high school level (KMI), either from the pesantren Gontor or from the 

pesantren of the alumni. From its establishment in 1988 until 2000, the Centre 

conducted fourteen courses (interview with Budi Prasetyo, Deputy Director of the 

Centre on 26 May 2001). 75 

 

With this in mind, the establishment of the Community Development institution is a 

fulfilment of Gontor’s ideas to produce graduates who are ready to work on their own 

or to be self-employed (berwiraswasta). Kyai Sahal often urged students by saying: 

‘Don’t aim in your life to be an employee, but aim to be an employer’ (Writer’s 

recollection). Community Education (pendidikan kemasyarakatan) is the core of the 

education at Gontor, as the soul to the body. As stated above, the students are trained 

                                                 
75 On the importance of this project, a publication from Pesantren Gontor asserts that the progress of 
development in the country has brought significant changes in society, which demand people be 
responsive and ready at any time to interact and involve themselves in any activities, be they social, 
cultural, educational, economics or political. (Profil Lembaga Pusat Latihan Manajemen dan 

Pengembangnan Masyarakat – Pesantren Gontor, December 1999, p12). One of the great changes was, 
where in the past people tended to rely on jobs provided by government sectors (as the case with 
graduates of the government educational institutions), there are now more employment opportunities 
provided by the private sector. This is indeed in line with the philosophy of pesantren in general and 
Pesantren Gontor in particular, in which the santri are not to be prepared or trained to work as 
government employees.  
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to be ready to work for the community and to be independent, to work on their own.  

As a consequence, therefore, upon their graduation, students are not provided with 

school certificates, unless they really in need for their employment or to continue their 

study at a tertiary level. (Brochure Pondok Modern Gontor, 1965:  23).  

 

The Leaflet Profil Lembaga Pusat Latihan Manajemen dan Pengembangnan 

Masyarakat – Pesantren Gontor (December 1999: 114) outlines the goals of the 

Centre as follows: 

• to assist the alumni of the pesantren in realizing their potential, role, function 

and  identity 

• to enhance their skill in formulating and conveying the teachings and ideas of 

Islam either in writing or verbally 

• to enhance their knowledge and skill in management, leadership and to be 

independent 

• to enhance their ability  to identify a problem  and find its solution. 

 

Muhammad Husnun is one of the successful business alumni of Gontor who owns a 

steel manufacturing factory in Klaten, Surakarta employing 400 workers. He 

maintained that the main factors which contributed to his success in business is the 

leadership, and spirit of self reliance and self confidence that he learnt at Gontor. “In 

my company I treat the staff, as part of a big family and by this way they work harder 

as the profit or loss of the company will affect them.” (Interview on 19 April 2004). 76   

 

To achieve its goal the Centre has three practical programs in its operation: 1) the 

enhancement of human recourses, 2) the introduction of business networking and 3) 

offering assistance in funding. (Ibid 16: 1). While providing santri with training in 

management and community development, the Centre also caters for different types 

of services for the community which include: 1) to provide information on business 

                                                 
76 While some aspects of Community Development have been introduced to santri during their 
education and training at Gontor, very little of Training in Management has been taught during their 
study, except through some limited training organised by the OPPM (Organisasi Pelajar Pondok 

Modern). Yet the importance of this aspect in modern society can not be denied. The fact that there are 
Gontor alumni who hold leadership positions in community/non government organizations, political 
parties and business ventures, has given Gontor feedback on the importance of  such knowledge and 
skills to be taught to the students before they embark on a new life in the society. 
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opportunities, 2) to provide consultation on agribusiness, 3) to develop the 

cooperative ‘Pusat Jaya’ and 4) to manage the Agribusiness Incubator. 

 

On the nature of the Centre’s operation, Deputy Director of the Centre Budi Prasetyo 

informed me the following (interview on 22 May 2004): “The duration of the course 

is six months, attended by the graduates of Gontor and of the pesantren of alumni.  

The course runs daily programs, except Friday, for ten hours each day, starting at 

7.00am and finishing at 10.00pm with a break in the afternoon. The first week of the 

course starts with a program of physical training and exercise for students, to test their 

physical and mental strength and ability. The exercise is to include jogging for a 

distance of fifteen kilometres, cleaning up the campus, working in a rice field and 

other hard and sometimes dirty work.”  

 

Trainers are from different institutions and organizations including those from 

government departments and agencies.  Many of those involved as instructors were 

graduates of Gontor who had gone through training in various subjects and fields after 

completing secondary school education at Gontor and were now working at different 

institutions, government and non-government bodies. For the duration of the course 

the trainers and the trainees live on campus to maximize benefits from their 

participation in the program. Upon graduation from the course, the students are sent to 

take up jobs as trainees/volunteers for a period of two months with different 

companies in the region, mostly owned by the alumni.   This is one of the ways, as 

Prasetyo told me “by which Pesantren Gontor tries to keep the ‘spirit of Gontor’ 

(semangat ke-Gontor-an) present in all of its educational programs. The saying of 

Kyai Sahal remains to the present: ‘Gontor is a pondok-pesantren, but it is modern; 

and although it is modern, Gontor remains a pondok-pesantren’ (the same 

interview).77 

 

                                                 
77 This area covers the region of Madiun (Karesidenan Madiun) which consists of 4 regencies 
(Kabupaten): Ngawi, Madiun, Magetan and Ponorogo. With this practice, Gontor has two aims to 
achieve simultaneously: to give the students practical training in the area they have just studied at the 
Centre and at the same time to give assistance to those companies in the area of management, 
administrative, marketing and other skills.  By this training it is aimed to increase the business volume 
of the small companies and help them to grow and expand.   
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The Centre has its own campus with modern facilities, which include, among others: 

student hostels and housing for the staff, lecture halls, workshop rooms, library, 

computer centre and administrative support such as a fax and photocopy machines.  

The Centre also owns its own experimental field for agriculture and livestock, and 

collaborates with companies owned by the Gontors’ alumni to facilitate the practical 

training located in different cities.  

 

The Chart on the following page shows the operational structure of the Centre: 
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    ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE CENTRE FOR 
MANAGEMENT TRAINING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

PONDOK MODERN GONTOR 
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Diagram Explanation: 

 
Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern : Endowment Body of Pesantren Gontor 

Pimpinan Pondok   : Leaders/Kyai of the Pesantren 

ISID     : Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies 

IKPM     : The Alumni Association of Pesantren Gontor 

Pengasuhan Santri   : Guidance Council of Santri 

KMI     : Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah 

Yayasan PPW PM   : Foundation for Maintenance and Expansion of         

                                                              the Endowment of Pesantren Gontor 

Pimpinan Proyek PLM PM  : Project Leader of Management Training and 

       Community Development 

Administrasi Keuangan   : Financial Administration 

Direktur Pelaksana    : Executive Director  

Tata Usaha     : Finance Section 

Unit Pelayanan Program   : Program Services Unit  

Unit Usaha     : Financing Unit  

Unit Litbang     : Research and Development Unit  

Unit Pelatihan     : Training Unit  

Dakwan dan Pengembangan 

Masyarakat     : Preaching and Community Development 

Kewiraswastaan dan Bisnis   : Entrepreneurship and Business   

  

Korps Pelatih / Nara Sumber   : Team of Trainers and Sources   

 

4.2. Pusat Inkubator Agribisnis (Incubator Centre for Agribusiness) 
 

This Centre was established in collaboration with the East Java Regional Office of 

Department of Agriculture (Kantor Wilayah Departemen Pertanian Jawa Timur) 

based in Surabaya.  As a Brochure published by Pesantren Gontor states, the 

establishment of the Centre was as a response to economic globalisation.  One of the 

ways to respond and anticipate the new era is by increasing the quality of human 

resources. With this in mind the establishment of this Centre aims at strengthening the 

agribusiness system in the country and developing high quality commodities for 
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export purposes (Brochure: Pusat Inkubator Agribisnis Pondok Modern Gontor: 

1998:12). 78 

 

In this regards, Prasetyo, Deputy Director of the Centre states: “to achieve the aim of 

the Centre is to give guidance to small agribusiness entrepreneurs to help them 

become strong and self-reliant.” (Interview ibid). Looking at its activities, Prasetyo 

asserts, the Centre addresses two key objectives: On the one hand, it is a venue for 

these small entrepreneurs to get together, discuss and consult on matters with the 

experts and other successful people in agribusiness and to solve any problems related 

to their business. This is to cover areas such as acquisition of raw materials, 

productivity, marketing, personnel, funding, government rules related to business 

establishment, etc.  On the other hand, it represents a contact point between small 

business entrepreneurs and the market, government departments, financial 

institutions, corporate bodies and other institutions concerned with small business.”  

 

The establishment of the Centre is also an attempt to enhance the progress of 

agribusiness that is based in rural areas by the ways of: 

• giving support to small business to be strong and self reliant 

• setting up a network between those small businesses 

• equipping them with the necessary knowledge and technology 

• helping them to market their product 

 

The Centre has set up a program for the development of agribusiness companies 

through training their leaders by the following steps: 

• expanding their vision on business 

• giving them motivation to develop business in the private sector 

• giving them orientation on investment potential in the region 

                                                 
78 Budi Prasetyo, the Deputy Director of the Centre reports:  “Indonesia is a country where agriculture 
represents the main source of income for its people. Agriculture has become the basic and core of 
economic development in the country.  We are aware of the fact that those who work in this business 
lack capital and skill. People’s income from their business is just enough to cover their basic needs. 
This is the main reason why they can not develop and expand their business. This is also the reason, 
why they have difficulties to compete with other business’ groups, especially in a free market 
environment.” (Interview on 22 May 2001).      
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• enhancing their skill in management, administration, collecting data 

business, visibility studies on business, decision making, communication, 

negotiation and business presentation 

• training and development of breeding technology, after harvest processing, 

packaging and distribution 

• training in know how to access the finance and market opportunities  

 

The Centre has also set criteria for business people who join this service. These 

include: 

1) small business people in the field of agribusiness; 2) whose business is 

located in the area of the Madiun residency; 3) who are between 20 and 40 

years old; 4) whose  business has a good prospect; 5) who intent to develop 

their business.79 

 

A large number of small businesses have benefited from this service and the number 

of applicants is increasing every year, but the Centre can only take a limited number 

due to the facilities available. Participants benefit from a range of services provided 

by the Centre which include: 

• the use of an office equipped with administrative and other facilities  

• free access to library and computing facilities 

• service from trained consultants with nominal fees 

• easy access to funding either through banks or other finance companies 

• the assistance of a facilitator to access market and raw material sources 

• easier access to government facilities 

• contact and network opportunities with other businesses.     

 

                                                 
79 The period of guidance and supervision is for 2 to 3 years depending on the progress of the 
participant, during which the entrepreneur has to be actively managing his/her own business.  
According to the Deputy Director of the Centre, since its operation in 1988, the Centre has helped a 
large number of businesses in the area. The Regional Office of Department of Agriculture has 
acknowledged the success of the program of the Centre, and subsequently offered assistance in funding 
and sending some instructors for the training at their own cost. For the course of training, the 
Department sends some officials to monitor progress and offer help whenever there is a need.  
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Funding for this project has come from different sources outside Gontor, with 

Department of Agriculture in Jakarta as the main contributor.  This is because people 

have noticed the positive result of this training, according to the Deputy Director of 

the project. Almost all the funds needed have come from donors as the project is 

viewed as one of the services Gontor provides for the community.    

 

The Centre has an exclusive complex in Mantingan, within walking distance from the 

Gontor campus for girls. Located off the main road between Solo and Madiun, (two 

large cities in Central and East Java), the Centre obtains good exposure and easy 

access for the public.  This also means that although the project is situated in an area 

under the administration of the government of East Java it is easily accessible also to 

the people of Central Java. Across the road from the complex is 185 hectares of land 

owned by Pesantren Gontor, (part of which is being used for the girls' campus). On 

this farm the participants conduct training in land-cultivation and general land 

management, from planting until harvest and marketing.      

 

Conclusion 

This discussion of the Organisational Structure of Pesantren Gontor gives an idea of a 

new concept and its application of legal ownership, leadership role and management 

system in pesantren. The concept focuses on two things: the restructured role of the 

Kyai as pesantren leader and the intensive students’ participation and involvement in 

a range of self-organised activities. Understanding the operational system explains 

some key areas of difference between Pesantren Gontor and most other pesantren in 

Indonesia. It also makes clear the reforms that have been undertaken by this pesantren 

which becomes one feature of the Gontor Model.  

 

The community education system (sistem pendidikan kemasyarakatan) applied at 

Gontor has contributed greatly in shaping the students’ personalities, including the 

enhancement of leadership capability. Living on campus with strong but distinctive 

discipline, the students form their own community, govern their own affairs and 

manage their day-to-day life. Looking at the successful alumni and their careers, it is 

not necessarily those who achieved the best results in their formal study who were 
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successful in their careers, but almost certainly those who actively took part in 

community education while they were studying at Gontor.     

 

The leadership training given through practical living in the ‘campus community’ is 

supported and enhanced by strong discipline.  This discipline is not imposed by an 

outside power but enforced by a section of students’ own community which is 

empowered by the Organisation, i.e. OPPM. The discussion in this chapter provides 

the basis for a better understanding of the approach to educational reforms undertaken 

by Pesantren Gontor, which will be further elaborated in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Five 

 
GONTOR’S VISION, INNOVATION 

 AND ACHIEVEMENT 
 

The significance of education within the civil society is to increase the 

quality of the society, which possesses an intellectual freedom and 

liberty of thinking. What is expected from education is the birth of a 

nation who possesses human resources with a broad knowledge and 

freedom of thinking based on faith (Iman). One of the liberal 

educational institutions is Pesantren Gontor, which states its motto 

‘freedom of thinking’ after high character, sound body and broad 

knowledge. 
 

(Nurcholish Madjid, interview, 6 October 2005). 

 
 

 Introduction 

 

The reforms that Pesantren Gontor has undertaken are partly based on the vision and 

innovation of its founders-leaders. It is this which has been formulated into a set of 

principles and translated into a long and short-term plan on which the pesantren 

stands and maintains its history. This undertaking represents one of the features of the 

Gontor Model I listed in the Introduction of this thesis. With their initiative Gontor 

has pioneered educational reform within a pesantren system geared to successfully 

create santri elite. This chapter seeks to analyse this vision and innovation, how they 

reflect long and short-term programs and their successful implementation.  

 

In his book “Bilik-bilik Pesantren” (The Small Rooms of Pesantren) Nurcholish 

Madjid, apart from outlining the positive contribution pesantren has made towards 

education of Muslims in Indonesia, also identifies areas where pesantren are lacking. 

These include an absence of vision and lack of clear and defined aims and direction 

by its leaders, although a few have managed to identify aims in the educational realm 

(Madjid 1977: 2).  

 

With the increasing number of pesantren, scattered throughout Indonesia reaching 

21,521 by the end of 2008 (Statistics of Religious Education School Year 2007-2008: 
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109)80, the role of pesantren in educating new generations of young Muslims becomes 

more vital. However, it is sad to note that not all pesantren managed to set a clear plan 

to follow and aim to achieve. This is despite a fact, that although most pesantren are 

located in rural areas, a large number of the santri who study in pesantren originate 

from urban and elite society. On the increasing role of pesantren, Basyuni, the 

Minister of Religious Affairs remarks: 

 

Pesantren has now become an alternative to the public and government 
schools, because, apart from its function as a centre of learning it also 
emphasizes on moral education. In reality pesantren has more to offer 
than those schools, and to face the continuing challenges, pesantren are 
demanded to update themselves more than ever to be relevant to the 
current need of the Muslim Ummah. (Interview, 5 October 2005).   

 

The Gontor Model I seek to analyse in this chapter covers seven areas: 

• A clear program for the long term as well as the short term 

• The creation of campuses for Girls 

• The caderisation of the pesantren to insure its continuation  

• The adoption of political non-partisanship 

• The insistence on freedom of thought and not teaching a single-madzhab 

• The development of a viable economic base 

• The expansion of its campus  

 

Points of Discussion 

The chapter consists of six sections: The first contains a brief account on the meaning 

of vision and innovation and achievement in the context of the Gontor establishment.    

 

The second section discusses the Long Term Program of Pesantren Gontor known as 

Panca Jangka (Five Plans). One of the important items in this plan is to maintain and 

improve the standard of education. Since its establishment in 1936 K.M.I. has become 

the backbone of educational process at Gontor, then followed by the opening of the 

higher learning institution Darussalam Institute (ISID) in 1963. The third major 

initiative is the establishment of Campus for Girls in 1989. Although it came a bit 

                                                 
80 This number to include the 211 pesantren established by the alumni of Pesantren Gontor by the end 
of 2007 known as Pesantren Alumni. 
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overdue, as some observers note, nonetheless this initiative received a positive and an 

overwhelming response from the community. 

 

The third section analyses the caderisation that Pesantren Gontor has been 

undertaking.  This program is worth looking into it, as this is one the major factors 

that contribute to the continuing progress of this pesantren after the passing of its 

founders, the last of them is Kyai Imam Zarkasyi in 1985. Gontor has managed to 

deviate from the common path on which most traditional pesantren decline or perish 

to exist after the passing of its founders.  

 

The fourth section looks at Gontor’s insistence on maintaining the freedom of thought 

and political non-partisanship. The freedom of thought that Gontor insists upon has 

proven to be influential in shaping the personality of alumni which in turn contributes 

positively to the success in building their life-career. This section also looks at how 

the pesantren maintains its non-political stance and non-partisan position without 

losing the support of different groups that exist in Indonesia including the support 

from government. 

 

The fifth section examines Gontor’s development of a viable economic base. The 

rapid growth of its sources of funding are identified and analysed. Proper 

management in this area contributed to the continuing development of its endowment 

land and business ventures. 

  

Section six considers into the rapid development of Gontor’s infrastructure, mainly in 

the expansion of its campuses.  When Imam Zarkasyi passed away in 1983 Gontor 

had only one campus located at Gontor village; by the end of 2008 it has become 12 

campuses scattered across different parts of Indonesia. Some of those campuses were 

on land given as wakaf by people because of their trust in Gontor.  

 

1. Vision and Innovation 

1.1. Vision 

Rajput (2003: 3) argues Vision building is a challenging exercise as it aims to 

construct future scenarios which link the present with the future. It is true that without 
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vision, cultures, communities and civilisations could perish. The exercise of vision 

building can not be achieved by restructuring present realities or by dreaming future 

ones. Vision, dreams and future expectations, must merge with contemporary 

realities. Ramsey Koo (2009: 4) argues that education has always been considered as 

a process of change and innovation in human society. He asserts for example that 

Confucius regards education as a means for changing the moral conduct of people. 

Visions, Rajput suggests can be realised and transformed into realities by 

understanding, initiative, commitment and hard work, and dreams can be transformed 

into realities if full trust is put in self, society and the nature. Envisioning is a part of 

an individual’s planning activities as also that of a nation (Ibid). 

 

Kaufman and Herman (1991: 4) identify vision as a clear statement of the desires of 

strategic planners for their organisation to look like and deliver, as well as describing 

the environment in which it will operate. Visioning is the process of identifying the 

“ideal” world or constructing the “best or preferred future” desired before injecting 

real data. A vision is the description of the future world of education and social 

context as seen by the planning partners. It contains the basic elements of the entire 

system, including society, the school system, parents, learners, teachers, and other 

important elements.  

 

Contrary to my perspective of the process at Gontor, Rajput argues that vision is not 

to be seen either as a long term planning exercise or as a road map. He argues that in 

both these cases there is something given, something existing which forms the base. 

On the other hand future aspiration generates vision and that stirs us to action.  With 

respect to education, as Rajput classifies it, this exercise should be attempted in three 

dimensions, the first relates to ‘knowledge society’ which means a society where 

caring, sharing and using of knowledge are key factors promoting prosperity and well 

being of the people. The second relates to knowledge as seen from the institutional 

perspective and the third presents thematic statements of vision statement and the 

strategies to achieve them.  

 

In the Gontor context the founder’s vision has been translated into activities involved 

in both long and short term planning, wherein the present shapes the future, and the 

activities in vision building are guided by the future to shape the present. Thus, as 
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Rajput puts it, “the construction of vision is a type of dreaming rooted in the 

contemporary contextual social realities”.  The Vision of Gontor as it has been 

formulated by its founder says: 

 

“(Pondok Modern Gontor) sebagai lembaga pendidikan pencetak 

kader-kader pemimpin umat; menjadi tempat ibadah talab al-ilmi; dan 

menjadi sumber pengetahuan Islam, bahasa al-Qur’ān, dan ilmu 

pengetahuan umum, dengan tetap berjiwa pondok.”  
“(Modern Pesantren Gontor) to be an educational institution that 
produces cadres for leading the Muslim community; to be a place of 
worshipping Allah through seeking knowledge; to be a center of Islamic 
learning, the language of the Qur’ān (Arabic language) and general 
knowledge, while keeping the pesantren’s spirit” (Piagam Wakaf Gontor 
1960: 3).  
 

 

1.2. Innovation     

The meaning of “innovation” is revealed by its Latin root, nova or new. It is generally 

understood as the introduction of a new thing or method. Ed Roberts (2000: 17) once 

defined innovation as invention plus exploitation. A more elaborate definition is given 

by Luecke and Katz (2003): embodiment, combination, or synthesis of knowledge in 

original, relevant, valued new products, processes, or services (The Harvard Business 

Essentials series: Managing Creativity and Innovation: 2003: 2).  

. 

Innovation typically involves creativity, but is not identical to it: innovation involves 

acting on the creative ideas to make some specific and tangible difference in the 

domain in which the innovation occurs. Relevant to thisideas, innovation has also 

been defined as “the adoption of ideas that are new to the adopting organisation” 

(Freeman, C. as quoted by Allan Afuah, 2003: 13). 

 

All innovation begins with creative ideas creativity by individuals and teams as a 

starting point. For innovation to occur, something more than the generation of a 

creative idea or insight is required: the insight must be put into action to make a 

genuine difference, resulting for example in new or altered business processes within 

the organization, or changes in the products and services provided. Innovation, like 

many business functions, is a management process that requires specific tools, rules, 

and discipline. Through these varieties of viewpoints, creativity is typically seen as 
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the basis for innovation, and innovation as the successful implementation of creative 

ideas within an organization. It should be noted, however, that the term 'innovation' is 

used by many authors rather interchangeably with the term 'creativity' when 

discussing individual and organizational creative activity.  

 

In the Gontor context, van Bruinessen (2008: 2) in his article “Divergent Paths from 

Gontor: Muslim Educational Reform and the Travails of Pluralism in Indonesia” 

elaborated the educational innovation at Pesantren Gontor as follows:81 

   The pesantren of Gontor, where Karel had received his initiation as a 
santri, and the IAIN of Jakarta in Ciputat, where he was teaching in the 
early 1980s, were major centres of educational innovation, and alumni 
of both institutions were among the most important contributors to 
Muslim discourse during the New Order period and after. Gontor’s 
modernity consisted not so much in the curriculum, in which the kitab 

kuning (classical Arabic textbooks) predominated, but in the concept of 
education, which was radically new when the school was established. 

 

    2. Educational Program: To maintain and improve the  
                     standard of education  
 

2.1. The progress and achievement of the K.M.I. (Kulliyatul Mu’allimien 

Al-Islamiyah)  

As discussed in chapter 2, at beginning of the 19th century there were two religious 

institutional education systems that existed in the country, the traditional and the 

modern system. The first system was known in the pesantren and the second in 

madrasah.  Ahmad Sahal, who experienced the two educational systems in his own 

studies, was aware that each of the two systems contained positive elements as well as 

shortcomings. He determined to create a new system that combined the positive 

aspects of each system in establishing a modern pesantren. His determination in 

creating a new and modern system in religious educational institution was later joined 

by his brother Imam Zarkasyi who put this vision and innovation into practice through 

the detailed program known as Panca Jangka (Five Plans).  

                                                 
81 The article was dedicated to Prof Karel A. Steenbrink who conducted a research at Pesantren Gontor 
for his PhD Thesis titled: Pesantren, Madrasah, Sekolah: Recente ontwikkelingen in Indonesisch 

Islamonderricht, submitted to Nijmegen: Katholieke Universiteit Nijmegen, the Netherlands, Faculteit 
der Godgeleerdheid in 1974. Later on Steenbrink taught at IAIN Ciputat, Jakarta. 
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The ‘Panca Jangka’ (Five Plans) that the Gontor’s founders laid as a long and short 

time program  guides the future direction of the pesantren, inspired by the vision of its 

founders. The Five Plans cover education, building and other infrastructure, 

caderisation, welfare of the family members of its founders and staffs, and the 

independence of its source of funding.   

 

Roger Kaufman and Jerry Herman (1991: 4) argue that educational planning intends 

to create a better future for individuals, groups, organisations, and society. Planning 

identifies where to go, why to go there, and provides the basic criteria for determining 

if and when you have arrived. Poor planning will take you to unwanted and 

unintended destinations, possibly ones even worse than that currently is being 

reached. Planning should ask and answer important questions about purpose.  

 

Since the establishment of T.A. (Tarbiyatul Athfal) in 1926 and K.M.I. (Kulliyatul 

Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah) in 1936 the education program at Gontor has run and 

progressed steadily. As at the end of 2000, Gontor has produced 19,000 graduates 

(Wardun 2004: 5)  At the beginning of each academic year Gontor has to deny 

entrance to thousands of student applicants due to lack of facilities. To respond to the 

increasing demands Gontor decided to increase its facilities by building new 

campuses. As part of the Five Plans (Panca jangka) the expansion of the campus is an 

ongoing process.  On the urgent need of expansion of Gontor campuses, Hasan Sahal, 

one of the Gontor’s leaders makes the following comment (Interview on 27 May 

2007): 

 

We can’t let people down by denying them an opportunity for their 
children to study at Gontor, as they come here with full trust to this 
pesantren. Gontor is their choice and some of parents had made a plan to 
send their children to Gontor since their children started the primary 
school. Therefore we feel it is our obligation to make every effort to be 
able to accommodate their need by expanding our campuses. 

 

However, there are issues surrounding the continued expansion of the Gontor campus. 

Among the alumni there were some concerns that Gontor has put too strong an 

emphasis on quantity raising questions as to whether this has been accompanied by an 
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improvement also in quality. Hasyim Muzadi, for example, who graduated from 

Gontor in 1962, argues: “The quality of Gontor’s graduates in the 1960s and 70s is 

seen to be the best in Gontor’s history.82 I expect that Gontor of the Post-Tirmurti era 

would pay attention to quality equally as they do to quantity. Gontor should not 

compromise on this fundamental matter.” (Interview 2 April 2002).  

 

The progress of Gontor’s program can be measured by the following criteria: a) The 

continued expansion of its campus; b) The official recognition Gontor has received 

from government and non-government institutions inside and outside Indonesia; c) 

Unofficial or informal acknowledgment given by individuals and community 

members; and d) The success and achievement of its alumni in their higher education 

and in their careers.  

 

When the Department of Religious Affairs did not recognise Gontor’s certificate of 

KMI (Kulliyatul Muállimien al-Islamiyah) because the pesantren refused to 

change/adjust its curriculum to follow the curriculum of the Government’s madrasah, 

Kyai Zarkasyi said:  

 

 If KMI is to change and adjust its curriculum to follow the curriculum of 
the government’s schools, what is then the difference between Gontor 
and others? Gontor is Gontor. The community acknowledges us partly 
because we offer something different from what the government does, 
and the community’s acknowledgment is very important to us. It is not 
only an acknowledgment, but an appreciation. (Kumpulan Pidato 

Trimurti, 1982: 24). 
 
Nonetheless despite the fact that Gontor did not adjust its curriculum to follow the 

Government’s school or madrasah, later on, the Department of National Education 

and Department of Religious Affairs issued decrees to officially recognise the 

certificate issued by Gontor, covering the High School Certificate (KMI) and the 

tertiary degree (ISID).  

  

Based on the time the decrees were issued the following is a record of official 

recognitions given to Gontor by government institutions in Indonesia and overseas.  

                                                 
82 Hasyim Muzadi graduated from Gontor in 1962. He and other alumni such as Hidayat Nurwahid and 
Dien Syamsuddin are graduates of the 60s and 70s. For more details on well-known Gontor alumni see 
Chapter 7 and Appendix 10 of this thesis. 
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However, before these different institutions issued official recognition, the graduates 

of Pesantren Gontor have been accepted in various universities, in Indonesia and 

abroad after completing an entry test or examination. They have also been accepted to 

work as government officials / public servants. Official recognition for the certificates 

issued by Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah Gontor has come from the following 

institutions (Profil Pondok Modern Darussaalam 2004: 101-110). (Please see copies 

of the documents on the List of Appendix 5). 

 

a. On 13 May 1957 the Ministry of Higher Education of Egypt gave an official 

recognition to the certificate of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah (KMI) of Gontor, 

making graduates eligible for admission to the Cairo University and Al-Azhar 

University.  

 

b. In 1989 the Islamic University of Medina, Saudi Arabia through its letter of decree 

No. 2215/4 dated 4/3/1440 (Islamic/lunar calendar) officially recognised the graduates 

of KMI Gontor to be eligible for admission to all faculties at the University, except 

the Faculty of Al-Qur’an (for which students must have memorized the Qur’an in its 

entirety). 

 

c. On 17 June 1991 the University of Punjab in Lahore, Pakistan recognised the 

certificate of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah, Pondok Modern Gontor as 

equivalent to Intermediate (Arts) Examination for purposes of Higher Education 

within the territorial jurisdiction of the University. 

 

d. On 6 May 1993 the Ministry of Education and Training of the Hashemite Kingdom 

of Jordan issued a decree No. 27/2/2/691 that the certificate of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien 

al-Islamiyah Gontor is equivalent to the certificate of High School issued by the 

Ministry of Education and Training in the Hashimite Kingdom of Jordan. 

 

e. On 28 July 1998 the Ministry of Religious Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia 

issued a decree No. E.IV/PP.03.2/KEP/64/98 that the certificate of Kulliyatul 

Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah Pesantren Gontor is equivalent to the certificate of 

Government Religious High School (Madrasah Aliyah Negeri). 
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f. On 29 June 2000, the Minister of National Education of the Republic of Indonesia 

issued a decree No. 105/0/2000 that the graduate of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-

Islamiyah Pesantren Gontor is equivalent to the graduate of Government High School 

(Sekolah Menengah Atas/SMA). 

 

g. On 11 May 2002 the Islamic Research Academy of Al-Azhar al-Sharief in Cairo, 

Egypt issued a decree in its deliberation No. 73 dated 3 April 2002 that the certificate 

of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah Gontor is equivalent to the certificate of High 

School of the Al-Azhar Academy.   

 

Again, it should be noted that the graduates of Pesantren Gontor had already been 

admitted to study at these educational institutions appearing here before the above 

decrees were issued, due to their performance in passing entrance examinations.    

 

After the establishment of Tarbiyatul Athfal (T.A.) in 1926 and Kulliyatul Mu’allimien 

Al-Islamiyah (KMI) in 1936 Gontor took up two major initiatives in the field of 

formal education: 1). in 1963 it established learning institution of the Darussalam 

Institute and 2). in 1998 opened a long awaited new section for girls. The positive 

result of Gontor’s Caderisation efforts is an important pillar to the continuation of the 

program in education, as will be discussed below.  

 

2.2. The Establishment of Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies (ISID) 

As part of the long term program inspired by the vision of its founders Gontor took a 

major step in establishing a higher learning institution. After undertaking a long and 

extensive preparation, in 1963, Gontor established a higher learning institute called 

Perguruan Tinggi Darussalam/PTD (Darussalam Higher Learning Institution) located 

on the main campus in Gontor. It had two faculties: Tarbiyah (Education) and 

Usuluddin (Principles of Islamic Religion). In 1968, the name was changed into 

Institut Pendidikan Darussalam/IPD (Darussalam Institute for Education), and in 

1992, subsequently it changed into Insitut Studi Islam Darussalam/ISID (Darussalam 

Institute for Islamic Studies). By the end of 1987 the Institute had opened 3 faculties, 

the two above plus a faculty of Shari'ah (Islamic Law). In 1992, a separate campus for 

the Institute was established in the village of Demangan, 3 km away from Gontor 
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main campus (Statuta Institut Pendidikan Darussalam Gontor 1965:01 and Wardun 

1998:23).83  

 

2.3. The Creation of Campuses for Girls 

One of the important features of the Gontor Model I listed in this thesis is the creation 

of campuses for Girls. I see this as a model on the ground that not many of the 

existing pesantren in Indonesia who have opened their doors to female students. Of 

the few who have done so they still limit access for them, either in facilities or in the 

number of students. Although Kyais believe in the importance of education for girls 

as it is emphasized by Prophet Muhammad,84 there is strong reservation in their part 

on the coeducation in one institution. This is perhaps one of the obstacles of opening a 

girls section within a single campus, as opening the section on different campus will 

involve additional burden of management. 

 

 The Trimurti, the founders of Pesantren Gontor believed in equal opportunity in 

education for male and female. This is reflected in the education of their own 

children, both boys and girls. Three of Ahmad Sahal’s four daughters and three of 

Imam Zarkasyi’s five daughters completed their tertiary education and have 

established careers.  

 

In the Gontor’s context Dr Hidayatullah Zarkasyi, the Guardian (Pengasuh) of the 

Girls campus at Mantingan makes the following comment: “Although the 

establishment of campuses for girls did not take place during the lifetime of Trimurti 

by the end of 1985 Pesantren Gontor has established three campuses for girls of total 

11 campuses. The girl section has the same facilities, management system, curriculum 

and discipline as the boy section, with exception of some additional subjects in 

vocation trainings related to women, such as sewing, nursery and cooking.” 

(Interview, 2 May 2005) 
                                                 
83 Due to the academic system applied at the Institute, including the medium of its lectures and thesis 
writing which has to be either in Arabic or English, there is only a limited number of students from 
outside Gontor who are eligible to enrol to study at the Institute. The main candidates are the graduates 
of Pesantren Gontor and pesantrens of Gontor’s alumni.  Graduates of other high schools have to go 
through a special entry test and after their admittance at the institute they have to take a special course, 
especially on language skills to be at the same level with K.M.I. graduates.    

 
84 The text evidence cited in this regard is the saying of Prophet Muhammad: “To seek knowledge is an 
obligation (faridlah in Arabic) on every Muslim, male and female”.  
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The first campus for girls was established in 1989, located at Sambiredjo village, 

Mantingan District, 60 km west of Madiun, 100 km away from the main campus for 

boys at Gontor. The other two campuses for girls were subsequently established at 

nearby areas. One is about 10 km away from the first campus and the other is at the 

adjoining land to the first campus”. The allocation of those campuses in close 

proximity from one another is aimed at simplifying the process of management. The 

fourth campus for girls is located at Kendari in South West Sulawesi.   

 

The management system in campus life for Girls section is similar to that of the boys 

section. Students are actively involved in running the day-to-day life on campus, 

through their students’ organisations. The organisations are under supervision of the 

Santri Guardian Councils (Lembaga Pengasuhan Santri), who are male and female. 

The assistant leaders and the Director of the K.M.I. of the Girls section are 

accountable to the Leaders of the Gontor’s main campus. It is only a natural thing if 

there is some adjustment in practical matters in accordance to the nature and to meet 

the need of the girls. The K.M.I. graduates of boys and girls section are equally 

accepted to pursue their tertiary study at Darrussalam Institute which accommodate 

both sexes and share the same campus.  

 

3. Caderisation for its Continuation 

Another feature of the Gontor Model is the caderisation to ensure its continuation. 

Gontor drew a lesson from the fact that there are pesantren have declined and even 

perished after the death of their Kyai-founder and leader. In most cases, this is due to 

the lack of ‘cadres’ who have the capability to continue the works of their 

predecessors. It is also a fact that among these pesantren are those which successfully 

produced great leaders and these pesantren became famous because their names were 

linked to prominent alumni. While these pesantren contributed to the community with 

their graduates, it is a pity to see that their leaders often forgot or neglected the 

continuation of their institution by a lack of planning as to who would lead the 

pesantren once the founder and the existing leader passed away. When there is no one 

among the Kyai’s sons or relatives who is capable to continue running the pesantren 
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because of lack of knowledge or leadership spirit, the future of the pesantren is being 

uncertain.  

 

Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, one of the current leaders of Pesantren Gontor who follows 

in the steps of his father in this regard, makes the following statement (Interview in 

April 2002):  

Gontor, as its foundation had been laid by its founders Trimurti, aims to 
continue serving the Ummah. Gontor should not decline or perish 
because of the death of its founding leaders. Therefore we give a priority 
to send our cadres to further their study at home and abroad. The 
Trimurti had initiated this step during their leadership by sending their 
own children and the capable students to pursue their study at various 
universities in the country and abroad. The current leadership and senior 
academics and teachers are among those who finished their study and 
returned to Gontor.   We are here taking our turn and responsibility and 
we have to prepare the next generation who will continue this leadership 
as our successors. 85 

 

In acknowledging this situation, ideas arose within the pesantren’s circle that the 

Kyai’s family need not necessarily continue the leadership of the pesantren, although 

such a course should be subject to their approval. There is a suggestion that a 

‘collective leadership’ should start during the Kyai’s lifetime when he feels that there 

is no one in his family who is capable of running the pesantren after his departure. 

Abdurrahman Wahid (1993:2-3) supports this idea on the grounds that the new 

leadership is often not capable to respond to the progress and development of the 

pesantren under his leadership due to the decline of the Kyai’s charisma and the 

increasing activities and demands of the pesantren. 86 

 

                                                 
85 As one of the senior teachers told me, the current leadership of Gontor are the second generation 
after the Trimurti. From the Trimurti’s heirs, they are the children of the Gontor’s founders. However 
some of the grandchildren have also started taking their role as junior teachers and assistants.  
 
86 Wahid reaffirms his ideas after looking at the development of pesantren, including curriculum and 
financial demands. There are pesantren, he argues, which no longer teach only classic texts or yellow 
books using the traditional system of sorogan and bandungan, but which have also established a formal 
education (school system) that teaches secular subjects. In finance respects, some pesantren have 
opened their own units of business to finance their activities. It is beyond one’s imagination that a 
single person could run such a pesantren especially when that person was not well equipped with 
general knowledge and arts of leadership. This point also emphasises the importance of having cadres 
responsible in different fields, including management, administration, business and so on, because of 
the increasing needs of pesantren. 
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The founders of Pesantren Gontor were aware of the importance of successors to the 

Kyai for the continuation of the institution. They sent cadres, including their own 

children (boys and girls) to continue their study elsewhere in Indonesia and abroad, in 

different disciplinary areas many of whom have now returned to Gontor to dedicate 

their services. When Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern asked them to take up their role 

after the death of Imam Zarkasyi in 1987, these cadres were ready. Shoiman 

Luqmanul Hakim, a Senior Teacher and close aid to Imam Zarkasyi, together with 

Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, Kyai Zarkasyi's oldest son (a graduate of Al-Azhar 

University in Cairo) and Hasan Abdullah Sahal, the son of late Ahmad Sahal (a 

graduate of the Islamic University at Medina) continued the leadership of Gontor as a 

team. The motto of Gontor is ‘Patah tumbuh, hilang berganti. Sebelum patah sudah 

tumbuh, sebelum hilang sudah berganti.’ (What’s broken will grow, what’s lost be 

replaced. Before being broken, another has grown, before being lost a replacement 

has made ready) (PidatoPeringatan Delapan Windu Gontor, 1991: 7). 

 

Data available at Gontor in 2002 (Latar Belakang Akademis Guru KMI Gontor, 2000: 

2) details that 118 of the cadres teaching at Pesantren Gontor in the year 2000 are 

graduates of the following universities:  

1. Al-Azhar University, Cairo   : 10 persons 

2. Darul Ulum, University of Cairo  :   2 

3. Ain Sham University, Cairo  :   2 

4. Punjab University, Lahore, Pakistan :   7 

5. Islamic University, Islamabad  :   2 

6. Islamic University, Medina   :   7 

7. Islamic University, Kuala Lumpur   :  1 

8. Manchester University, England  :   1 

9. The State Islamic Institute (IAIN)  :   8 

10. University of Gajah Mada   :   1 

11. The Islamic University of Indonesia (UII):  2 

12. Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies  :  75 
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4. The Adoption of Political Non-partisanship 

4.1. Shaping the student’s personality 

 

One of the features of the Gontor Model can be viewed in its political stand. On its 

political position, Gontor adapted a policy of non-partisanship and this is reflected in 

its motto 'Berdiri diatas dan untuk semua golongan' (‘Standing above and for all 

groups and parties’). Since its establishment in 1926 Gontor has never declared its 

affiliation to any political party. It remains neutral, although some individual santris 

may belong to Nahdhatul Ulama (N.U.), some may belong to Muhammadiyah and 

some may belong to other political parties or groups.  

 

By being non-partisan Gontor has been able to earn sympathy and support from all 

religious and political groups, including NU and Muhammadiyah. This is partly 

because of the fact that there are leaders and activists in these two groups who are 

alumni of Gontor. The previous Chairman of NU, Idham Chalid and its current 

Chairman Hasyim Muzadi, are both graduates of Gontor. Din Syamsuddin, the current 

Chairman of Muhammadiyah and Habib Chirzin former Chairman of Pemuda 

Muhammadiyah (the Youth Movement of Muhamadiyah) are also graduates of 

Gontor. The late Nurcholish Madjid, former Chairman of Himpunan Mahasiswa 

Islam/HMI (The Muslim Association of University Students), a well-known 

modernist, intellectual and both founder and Rector of the University of Paramadina 

Mulya is one of the most brilliant alumni of Gontor.  

 

Ahmad Sahal emphasised the important principle of impartiality, in a speech to 

students: 

If all the santri at Gontor and its teachers were followers of 
Muhammadiyah, Gontor would never become Muhammadiyah. The 
same token if all the santri and teachers at Gontor were followers of 
N.U. (Nahdlatul Ulama) Gontor would not be allowed to become NU". 
(Pidato Pekan Perkenalan di Gontor 1993: 99). 
 

The fact is that the santri of Gontor come from families with different political 

backgrounds and religious affiliations, traditionalist and modernist alike. 87 With 

                                                 
87 Sudirman Tebba (in M Dawam Rahardjo 1985: 277) asserted that a good number of pesantren 
affiliated with the NU because of the social origins of this religious organization are located in 
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regard to political alliances, the Leaders of Gontor enforced strong discipline on their 

santris. Kyai Sahal and Kyai Zarkasyi repeatedly stated: 

 

Kamu boleh jadi anggota NU, boleh jadi anggota Muhammadiyah 

atau organisasi lain. Tetapi selama belajar di Gontor, kamu harus 

melepas baju golongan. You may be followers of NU or 
Muhamadiyah or other organization; but while studying at Gontor you 
have to take off your group identity. (Peringatan 8 Windu 3/6/-22/7/91 

dalam Sorotan Pers 1991:  26). 

As mentioned above, this position has enabled Gontor to earn sympathy and support 

from various Islamic organisations, because of the contribution of accomplished 

leaders Gontor produced for these organisations. This is also in line with the last part 

of another motto of Gontor: Berbudi Tinggi, Berbadan Sehat, Berpengetahuan Luas 

dan Berfikiran Bebas (“Noble Character, Sound Body, Broad Knowledge, and 

Independent Mind”). One of the obvious impacts of this motto is that most of the 

alumni of Gontor known to the community have a quality of tolerance, non-fanaticism 

and they are more inclined to cooperate with people from different groups. This is 

also an answer to the question: why do the leaders of Pesantren Gontor urge their 

santri, when they work in the community, to become Perekat Ummat (Unifiers for the 

Ummah). (Kumpulan Pidato Pimpinan Gontor, 1999: 22). 88 

                                                                                                                                            
pesantren. NU was founded on 3rd January 1926 by KH Hasyim As'ary of Pesantren Tebuireng 
together with KH Bisri of Denanyar, Jombang, K.H. Ridwan, Semarang, KH Nawawi, Pasuruan, KHR 
Hanbali, Kudus, KH Nahrowi, Malang and KH Doromuntaha, Bangkalan. Pesantren that do not 
affiliate to any religious organization are Pondok Modern Gontor, Ponorogo, East Java and Pesantren 
Pabelan, Magelang, Central Java. Even so, most students in both pesantren are from families of NU. 
Out of 2,050 students of Pondok Modern Gontor, an estimated 80 percent come from NU family. 
(Sudirman Tebba: “Dilema Pesantren: Belenggu Politik dan Pembaruan Sosial,” (Dilemma Pesantren: 
Political Schackle and Social Reform) in ‘Pergulatan dunia pesantren: Membangun dari bawah’ by M 
Dawam Rahardjo 1985: 277).  No explanation was given on the source of this finding for the Gontor’s 
students’ family origin. 

 
88 While they study at universities or other educational institutions or when they work and live within 
the community, the alumni of Gontor join different Islamic student and youth organisations. Some of 
them join IPNU/Ikatan Pelajar Nahdlatul Ulama (The Students’ Association of Nahdlatul Ulama) or 
PMII/ Perhimpunan Mahasiswa Islam Indonesia (The Indonesian Muslim Association of University 
Students), both are affiliated to NU; some of them join PII/Pelajar Islam Indonesia (Indonesian 
Muslim Students Association) or HMI/Himpunan Mahasiswa Islam Indonesia (The Islamic 
Association of University Students), both were affiliated to Masyumi.  In youth organisations, they join 
IPPM/Ikatan Pemuda Pelajar Muhammadiyah (The Muhammadiyah Association of Youth and 
Students), GPII/Gerakan Pemuda Islam Indonesia (The Indonesian Movement of Islamic Youth) or 
Gerakan Pemuda Anshor (The Anshor Youth Movement). As Gontor does not favour and direct its 
santri to follow a certain group or political party, their perception toward any group or political party 
other than their own tends to be more objective and unbiased (Writer’s observation). 
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The leaders of Pesantren Gontor based their position on a principle that education 

should be separated from politics. They also believed that young generations should 

not be dragged into the disagreements of the previous generations. Further, they have 

stated that youth must be allowed to decide their political choices or religious beliefs 

when they become mature (Saifullah, 1974: 49). Looking at the future interests of 

student, it is also more appropriate and positive if pesantren distance themselves from 

particular political influences. By having the school or pesantren under the control of 

a certain group or political party, it becomes involved in one way or another in 

‘creating social groups’ (pengelompokan dalam masyarakat) among the young 

generation. The students, while still in an early stage of their lives will be directed to 

have the perception of a certain group, when in fact, some longstanding differences 

are the result or the creation of older generations; and their concerns, the 

santri/students as being directed to work for a certain group or party and not for the 

society or the Ummah in general. This violates one of the fundamental aims in 

education to develop people of independent mind and broad knowledge.       

 

Being aware of this fact, the founders of Pesantren Gontor decided to create a new 

model of pesantren free from any political influence and control. The aim is to shape a 

new generation with independent minds and broad knowledge. And as a result, 

Gontor has successfully contributed with effective leaders to a range of different 

organizations and political parties. 89    

 

4.2. The insistence on freedom of thought and not teaching a single- 
        Madzhab 

 
In line with its political position of non-partisanship, Gontor, in its teaching of 

religious subject has applied principle based on freedom of thought and that it doesn’t 

teach a single madzhab. This is one of the features of the Gontor Model that makes 

Gontor different from other pesantren. We may compare Gontor in this matter with 

other pesantren or schools established by or operating under the umbrella of N.U. or 

Muhamadiyah. Here we see the influence of the political party or group is very 

obvious. Traditional or salafy pesantren, which are under the umbrella of NU, would 

                                                 
89 See section on “Note on the success of Pesantren Gontor” in Conclusion. 
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teach religious lessons following Shafi'i madzhab. In Muhammadiyah schools, 

students are taught to follow the modernist ideology of Muhammadiyah.  At Gontor, 

after students learnt basic knowledge about Islam in years one and two, they are 

taught the comparative study of madzhab (school of thought in Islam) in subjects such 

as Fiqh and Tauhid. 90  

 

On this point, Hasyim Muzadi, Gontor’s alumnus and chairman of N.U. makes the 

following comment: “At Gontor students are trained to develop their reasoning. For 

instance in the subject of Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) Gontor uses the book entitled 

Bidayat al-Mujtahid (Arabic: ‘The Beginning of becoming a Mujtahid’)91 by Ibn al-

Rushd. In the subject of Tauhid (Theology) they use the book entitled Usuluddin (The 

Principles of religion) by Imam Zarkasyi. Each of those books gives a comparative 

view in the subject of Tauhid and Usuluddin.  Students are trained on the deliberation 

of a study case and to give their opinion on the issue. This exercise has a positive 

impact in developing student’s freedom of thinking” (Interview on 22 April 2004).  

 

Idham Chalid, the former chairman of NU and also a Gontor alumnus makes similar 

remarks: “By studying Bidayat-ul-Mujtahid, we know about the issues that have 

become controversial within the Muslim Ummah in Indonesia. Those lessons made us 

open to (lapang dada) and tolerant of other people’s opinion. Colleagues from Gontor 

are also the same. They turned out to be people with broad knowledge and not prone 

to argue.” (Wiryosukarto 1966: 720) 

 

On the philosophical principle of Freedom of Thought, Kompas, (the most widely 

read and reputable newspaper in Indonesia) wrote the following: “Gontor strongly 

advocates freedom of thinking and tolerance motivating its alumni to be broad 

minded, open to new ideas and concepts, and accepting the spirit of renewal 

(semangat pembaharuan). They are required to abandon the old tradition of sami’na 

wa atha’na (we listen and obey) to the Kyai92. In Gontor, the article notes, “the 

                                                 
90 This point will be elaborated further in Chapter Six (Curriculum). 
 
91 This subject will be further discussed and elaborated in chapter Six (Curriculum). 
 
92 This is an Arabic phrase originated from the Holy Book Al-Qur’an 233: 22 when God ordered 
Muslims to do certain thing, they should reply Samina wa a tha’na (we listen and obey). What is meant 
by this phrase is “We should obey the order blindly, without using our reason”.  
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application of the slogan ‘we listen and obey’ is to the rules and regulations.” (Pondok 

Modern Gontor in Kompas 8/10/1996). 

 
The article emphasises that with the establishment of the Badan Wakaf and the 

transfer of authority and ownership to this Council, the family members and the heirs 

of Gontor’s founders no longer had right of ownership or inheritance of the 

pesantren’s assets. When the transfer took place in 1958, this was perhaps the first 

process of its kind in Indonesia. The article also discusses the main characteristics of 

Gontor by providing an account of Gontor’s philosophy or ideology. Although it 

follows Ahlus Sunnah wal Jama’ah, Gontor does not oblige the students to follow the 

Shafi’i madzhab in Fiqh or Al-Ash’ari and Al-Maturidi in Tauhid. On the contrary, 

Gontor seeks to develop academic intellectuals capable of rational thinking. To 

achieve this, the students are equipped with the means to develop their knowledge and 

skills, mainly mastering of the Arabic and English language, and other subjects 

including Manthiq (Logic), Mustholah Hadits (Principles of Hadiths) and 

Comparative Fiqh. 

 

This has a major impact on the students’ attitude and way of thinking characterised by 

greater acceptance of different views and opinions, more tolerance and a tendency to 

be broader minded. In my view this is partly because during their stay at Gontor, the 

students do not have any political affiliation and are not confined in their study to 

only one or a single madzhab.  Gontor has never allowed its santri to be divided into 

groups or parties during their stay in the pesantren. It also desires its santri, if they 

join different groups or political parties after they return to their communities, to 

avoid conflict. In Gontor, Kyai Sahal and Kyai Zarkasyi gave advice to the students: 

"Jadilah anak-anakku sebagai perekat ummat!" (My sons! Be the unifying elements 

for the Ummah!) (Writer’s recollection). 93 

 

                                                                                                                                            
 
93 I went through an interesting experience when attending a conference of IKPM in Yogyakarta in 
1969. There I met old friends and other alumni who became activists of various organisations, such has 
HMI and PMII, IPNU and PII, and the activists and office bearers of NU and Muhammadiyah. The 
most impressing things to me was, during the conference, it seemed that they left behind their 
affiliation to those organisations.  Every body remembered only Gontor and that all of them belong to 
one Alma Mater. We felt very close to each other. 

 
 



 153 

4.3. The Government’s stand toward Gontor 

Being politically independent and non-partisan, Gontor has become a model in the 

pesantren tradition. People may think that being non-partisan Gontor would be 

isolated and not gain support from government. The facts tell us the opposite is true. 

Government officials, either from central or local offices, try to position themselves to 

be closer to Gontor by offering their support, knowing that Gontor has become a 

national asset and has had a major influence in the community, in part as a result of 

being acknowledged as non-partisan. 

 

All Indonesian Presidents and Vice Presidents, including the current President, have 

visited Gontor. Although the governments of Sukarno and Suharto were known for 

their secular policy, many senior ministers in the two governments, in particular the 

Minister of Religious Affairs, paid visits to Gontor on various occasions due to 

Gontor’s position and its national and international reputation.  Regardless of their 

formal policies toward Islam, they needed to maintain good relation with Muslim 

groups including the pesantren community, and Gontor represents this community. 

Ruth McVey (1989: 20) argues:  

 

The ambiguity of Islam's political strength and role has been mirrored 
in the ambivalence of Indonesia's rulers towards it; by and large, while 
trying to use it as a source of legitimacy they have held it at arms' 
length. 

 
During the era of Sukarno, when almost all Ministers of Religious Affairs were Kyais 

from Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the government was probably least sympathetic toward 

Gontor. It is understandable that a Minister would favour schools and pesantrens that 

affiliated to NU, but nonetheless Gontor was not considered by the government or 

other Minister of Religious Affairs as opposing the regime. 

 

However from the last era of Suharto regime in 1990s, followed by subsequent 

governments of reformasi era, Gontor has received a greater attention from 

government.  More visits and supports were received and official acknowledgments 

were issued for certificates of ISID and KMI. This support reflects the political 

outlook of the Government. The government issued three important decrees at 

different times. The first gave Full Accreditation to the Degree of the Faculty of 
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Usuluddin (Principles of Religion) and the Faculty of Education, Darussalam Institute 

of Islamic Studies, and the status of a State University Degree. The second, gave the 

Full Accreditation to the Certificate of Kulliyatul Mu'allimien Al-Islamiyah (KMI) 

Gontor and equal status to Government Religious Senior High School (Madrasah 

Aliyah Negeri)94.  The third decree of the Department of National Education gave 

accreditation to the KMI as equivalent to the government High School. 95   

 

Kyai Zarkasyi told his santri on different times that on several occasions he had 

refused the government's advice or request to make changes in Gontor's policy on 

different matters, such as curriculum, the start of the academic year and the student 

organisation that operates in Gontor. Gontor stood firmly, saying that it will not 

‘sacrifice the system and values it has initiated and continued to uphold’, to borrow 

the words of Kyai Zarkasyi, in order to be recognised by the government. (Kumpulan 

Pidato Akhir Tahun, 1976: 12) He further argued that Gontor had been widely 

recognised by the national and to a certain degree, international community under its 

present system.  He also told the santri that the government has offered him the 

position of Minister of Religious Affairs. He received this offer more than once in 

different periods during both the Sukarno and Suharto eras, but had to reject it for one 

important   reason.  “There is no one who would and could look after Gontor except 

me”.96    

 

                                                 
94 The first decree was issued by the Minister of Religious Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia no. 
53/1966 on August 24, 1966. The second decree was issued by Minister of Religious Affairs No. 
23/1999 on July 14, 1999, and the third was given as recognition of KMI by the Department of 
Religious Affairs and for ISID by the Department of National Education.  
 
95 Assistances given by the Department involve scholarships for study at universities overseas, books, 
teachers from the Middle East and other facilities. This includes facilities to perform Hajj for teachers 
and staff at the Department's expense. In this context, Gontor adopts a policy that it will accept 
assistance or donations or gifts from any party as long as there are no strings attached. Therefore, 
Gontor rejected the Department of Religious Affairs’ conditions to review its curriculum in line with 
that of government religious schools (Madrasah Islam Negeri/MAN) in order to be officially accredited 
by the government. Although Gontor did not adjust KMI’s curriculum in the end the Department 
officially accredited the certificate of KMI. It is interesting to quote the statement made by Abdul 
Malik Fajar, the then Minister of Religious Affairs who issued the decree: 'Gontor is Gontor'. (Wardun 
Gontor,1999: 23). 
 
96 This remark was delivered as a series of lectures during the annual “Week of Orientation” at the 
beginning of the academic year known in Gontor as “Khutbat-ul-‘Arsh” (Arabic شf?9ا Pxg�) literally 
means Speech from the Throne. At the end of the academic year, before students are leaving for their 
annual holiday, a series of lectures was also delivered under the title of “Khutbat-ul-Wada’ ” (Arabic )   
 .Pxg� literally means Farewell Speech اi9داع 
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5. The Development of a Viable Economic Base 

Another feature of the Gontor Model is its development of a viable economic base. 

Gontor has been admired by the community for its success in strengthening its 

financial position. Like other sections of the Panca Jangka, this was progressed well 

partly because there was a clear plan and well calculated execution. A few years after 

the establishment of Gontor in 1926, Kyai Sahal launched a slogan: Hidupilah 

pondok, jangan menggantungkan hidup dari pondok (Support the life of the pesantren 

(Gontor), do not rely in your own life on the pesantren).97 (Pidato Peringatan 8 

Windu, 1997: 24).  Gontor maintains that all fees paid by the students are not intended 

to pay the wages or salaries of teachers and staff; those fees are only to be spent for 

the need of the students in learning and educational processes.   

 

Gontor’s financial plan is to maintain and increase its resources and establish an 

independent source of funding; this has strengthened its economic outlook. There are 

two major areas of investment which Gontor has undertaken, land endowment and 

business ventures. Gontor has shown considerable progress in both. As this has 

become one of the characteristics of the Gontor’s success, it is useful to highlight 

these inspiring experiences.  

5.1. Land Endowment  

The founders of Gontor were convinced that agricultural land is the most appropriate, 

profitable and enduring source of income. This is based on a fact that Indonesia is an 

agricultural country and Gontor, like most pesantren is located in rural area. They 

were also convinced that the endowment of land (tanah wakaf) is a promising 

investment, and in the long run this will prove the most powerful source of income to 

run the pesantren. In this respect Gontor looks to Al-Azhar University in Cairo as a 

model. Kyai Imam Zarkasyi argued:  “even if you had to suffer a great loss in this 

investment, you would not lose your capital. The oldest Islamic University in the 

                                                 
97 A similar slogan had also been launched by the Founder and Chairman of Muhammadiyah Ahmad 
Dahlan in 1912 that people should support Muhammadiyah and not look for support for their life from 
Muhammadiyah. 
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world, i.e. Al-Azhar University in Egypt, has showed great success in this area.” 

(Writer’s recollection).  

 

Thousands of students from different parts of the world study on scholarships from 

the Al-Azhar without support from the government. The University has open 

branches/campuses in different cities of Egypt and in a few other Muslim countries, 

and sent teachers, preachers and expatriates to various Muslim nations. Gontor started 

investing in this area in 1931, five years after its establishment in 1926. The process 

and progress of this investment is as follow: (Laporan Perkembangan Pondok 

Modern, 1964: 12). 98 

 

1. The process of acquisition of capital for endowments: 

a. The acquisition of capital for endowments started in 1931 by collecting funds, 

which were invested in livestock as initial capital. However the acquisition of 

stock discontinued because of some difficulties, among them the lack of 

skilled management and the spread of animal decease. 

b. In 1950 Gontor started buying and receiving endowments of land using Kartu 

Infaq (Charity Card). To manage this activity, it established a separate Finance 

Section known as ‘Bagian Khazanah’ (Treasury Department). This exercise 

brought a positive result; Muslims deposited their money into the account and 

some donated their land as Wakaf/endowment.  

c. After the handover of the legal ownership of Pesantren Gontor to the Badan 

Wakaf Pondok Modern in 1958, subsequently followed by the establishment 

of Yayasan Pemeliharaan dan Perluasan Wakaf Pondok Modern/YPPW PM 

(The Foundation of Maintenance and Expansion of Pondok Modern), all 

matters related to the investment were administered and managed by the 

Foundation.  

 

2. Land as the main source of funding: 

Gontor started working in this area soon after its program in education and 

teaching received positive response and support from the local community. The 

number of santri is increasing rapidly and the building of its infrastructure is also 

                                                 
98 Refer to Chapter Three on the Syntheses of Four Higher Learning Institutions.   



 157 

progressing steadily. As stated in “Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Pondok Modern 

Gontor” (1994: 7), since Gontor started this project in 1931, it has showed a 

reasonable and continues progress. When Trimurti officially handed over Gontor 

as Wakaf (endowments) to the Board of Badan Wakaf in 1958, i.e. 32 years after 

its establishment, it owned 1.740 hectares of dry land, 16.850 hectares of rice field 

and 12 buildings of hostels, classrooms and other equipment and facilities.  

 

By the end of 1964, these numbers had changed as follow: the dry land was 3 

hectares and the rice field jumped to 230 hectares scattered in different places in 

Java.  Members of IKPM living in the area undertook the management of these 

lands (Laporan untuk Munes IKPM Jakarta, 1964: 24).99 At the celebration of 

every anniversary, Gontor published a booklet outlining the development and 

progress of the list of its properties, to include land, building and other 

investments. As list below suggests, every year Gontor has increased its 

acquisition of land either by purchasing them or as result of a gift (wakaf) from 

people (See the table of the land acquired).  

 

TABLE OF LAND ACQUISITION 100 

1. Land acquired during 2008: 

No Location of the land Size in Ha 

1 Mendikone, Amonggedo, South West Sulawesi 53.5 

2 Tulung Agung, East Java 0.01 

3 Tulung Agung, East Java 0.07 

4 Tulung  Agung, East Java 0.14 

5 Gontor 0.11 

6 Gontor 0.02 

7 Gontor 0.04 

Total 57.9 

                                                 
99 Gontor organizes the management of these lands into Areas and Zones. There are penggarap tanah 

(land workers) who are responsible to cultivate the land. A certain number of pengarap who are based 
in a few areas are under the supervision and coordination of a Nadzir (Arabic: supervisor) who 
supervises and coordinates his Zone and is responsible to the YayasanPemeliharaaan dan Perluasan 

Wakaf at Gontor. Penggarap and Nadzir are members of IKPM. 
 
100 Sourced Wardun 2008: 49 
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2. Land acquired from 2001 to 2008 

No. Year Size in Ha 
1 2001 2.69 

2 2002 425 

3 2003 8.23 

4 2004 34.99 

5 2005 11.4 

6 2006 0.87 

7 2007 0.006 

8 2008 53.90 

Total  537.1 

 

 

5.2. Business Ventures  

At the beginning of the Post Trimurti era in 1987, Gontor expanded its sources of 

income by investing its funds in different areas; all of them in non-agricultural fields. 

This is to support the investment in land endowment that are profitable even though a 

little slow, and to fulfil the increasing expenses of Gontor’s development and 

operation. Part of this fund is to support the welfare of the teachers, staffs and family, 

although some may own the means of earning a livelihood, such as farming, book 

printing, a small retail business outlet and other forms of income-generating activity.  

Because of its nature, these forms of investment are managed separately from the 

agricultural, under the Koperasi Pondok Pesantren/ Kopontren (Cooperative of 

Pondok Pesantren). This operates in various areas such as printing, bookshops, photo 

copy service, chemist, restaurants, hardware shop, laundry, motel, public transport, 

telecom agency known as Wartel (Warung Telekom), health centre, grocery shop, 

cattle farm, rice mill, ice factory, to mention some.  Some of these businesses are 
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located on the campus and some are in neighbouring villages and in the city of 

Ponorogo, serving public members as well as the santri.101 

 

The business ventures owned by Pesantren Gontor as of 2008 are as follow (Wardun 

2004: 21): 

No Enterprise Year established Location 

1 Rice grinding 1970 Gontor 

2 Printing House 1983 Gontor 

3 Mixed business  1985 Bajang 

4 Building materials 1988 Bajang 

5 Book store 1989 Ponorogo 

6 Hardware shop 1990 Ponorogo 

7 Meat ball canteen 1990 Ponorogo 

8 Photocopy/binding-1 1990 Bajang 

9 Chemist 1991 Ponorogo 

10 Public Phone station 1991 Gontor 

11 Ice factory 1996 Gontor 

12  Grocery shop 1997 Gontor 

13 Transportation Service 1998 Gontor 

14 Chicken farm-1 1998 Gontor 

15 Photo studio 1999 Gontor 

16 Canteen 1999 Gontor 

17  Photocopy/binding-2 2000 Gontor 

18 Grocery wholeseller-1 2002 Ponorogo 

                                                 
101 According to the available data for 1998 (about 10 years ago), the monthly turnover of these short 
tem investments, not including produce harvest from agricultural investments, amounts to 1.6 billion 
Rupiah (Wardun 1998:26).  The net income of this short investment is more than sufficient to cover the 
cost of routine operations, including construction of new buildings and renovation or extensions to old 
ones, which Gontor undertakes every year. One of the present leaders of Gontor, Kyai Abdullah Syukri 
Zarkasyi, told me that “now if Gontor invites some important guests from Jakarta, we would pay their 
airfares and other travel related costs to come to Gontor”. (Interview, 24 May 2004). 
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19 Grocery wholeseller-2  2002 Mantingan 

20 Chicken farm-2 2002 Gontor 

21 Cake & Bakery  2003 Gontor 

22 Cattle breeding  2003 Gontor 

23 Sandals factory 2003 Gontor  

24 Drinking water 2004 Gontor  

25 Public Phone station 2004 Gontor  

26 Sport equipment shop 2005 Ponorogo 

27 Garment making 2006 Gontor 

28 LM3 2006 Mlarak 

29 Noodle factory 2007 Gontor 
 

5.3. Other income sources: 

5.3.1. Casual Donation  

Gontor occasionally receives public donations in the form of Zakat (obligatory alms 

giving), infaq (spending in the path of God) and sadakah (charity). It also receives 

donations from sections of government, such the Department of Religious Affairs, 

Department of Social and Department of Youth and Sport, although these are low in 

quantity.  

 

5.3.2. Students’ Fees 

Fees are collected from students monthly and annually. They comprised: a school fee 

paid monthly and accommodation, electricity and building fees paid annually. The 

funds are managed by the school administration whose staffs consist of teachers and 

senior students. As the annual financial report states  fees paid by the students are 

directed towards paying the cost of equipment and materials needed for conducting 

teaching and education, and not for other purposes (such as paying teacher salaries) 

(Pekan Perkanalan, 1971: 43).  

 

6. The Expansion of the Campus   

One of the items in the Panca Jangka states: “Building and other facilities: To 

maintain and improve the present buildings and equipment and to provide more new 

buildings and other facilities.” (Brochure Pondok Modern Gontor 1964: 23). 
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The success of this program is beyond expectations. From one simple building made 

of bamboo and an old mosque in 1926 in the village of Gontor  on a small piece of 

land inherited from the Trimurti’s parent, in 2008 Gontor has established twelve 

campuses located in East and Central Java, Sulawesi and Sumatra including Aceh 

(Wardun 2008: 45). 

 

Apart from adding the number of its campuses Gontor has also shown progress in 

expanding its main campus and modernising its facilities.  It has buildings for 

administration, classrooms, student hostels, library, computer centre, language 

laboratories, a grand mosque, multi-purpose hall, guest houses, conference rooms, 

teacher and staff residences, health centre, printing house, radio station, photo studio, 

sports hall, foot ball ovals and other facilities which include Center of Development 

of Study on Islam and the West   (Pusat Pengembangan Study Islam dan Barat).  

People often describe Gontor as a small modern town in the center of a village.  

 

Due to the continuing and increasing demand from students to study at Gontor, the 

leaders of this pesantren have to make every effort to physically expand either by 

enlarging the existing campus at Gontor or by building new campuses at different 

locations. By the end of 2008 Pesantren Gontor established 13 campuses directly 

under its management as subordinate or branch campuses.  

 
In a speech at the 80th anniversary of Pesantren Gontor on 28 May 2005 (which this 

writer attended) Abdullah Syukri, one of the Gontor’s leaders, made the following 

remarks:  

 

Thank God, Gontor can exist amid the din of education in Indonesia. 
The number of students was 2253 when left by the late KH. Imam 
Zarkasyi (passed away in 1987), has now reached approximately 
14,000 students of boys and girls, and even there are now 12 branches 
standing throughout Indonesia. Gontor 1 in Ponorogo, Gontor 2 in 
Madusari Ponorogo, Gontor 3 Ma'rifat Kediri, Gontor 4 Putri 1 
Mantingan Ngawi, Gontor 4 Putri 2 Mantingan Ngawi, Gontor 4 Putri 
3 Karangbanyu Widodaren, Gontor 4 Putri 4 Lamomea Konda Konawe 
Selatan Kendari, Gontor 5 Banyuwangi, Gontor 6 Magelang, Gontor 7 
Kendari, Gontor 8 Lampung, Gontor 9 Lampung, Gontor 10 Aceh. In 
addition, alumni have established more than 211 pesantren across 
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Indonesia and currently the Kyais of those pesantren are with us in this 
hall, thanks to God. 102 

 

The following is a brief account of each of those campuses (Profil Pondok 

Darussalam Gontor 2004: 50-69): 

 

� Gontor II Campus at Madusari, Ponorogo, East Java   

In 1994 Gontor set up a second campus for boys, known as Gontor II, located in the 

village of Madusari, Jetis District about five kilometres west from Gontor. It was built 

on ten hectares of land purchased by Pesantren Gontor This campus was designed as a 

‘receiving-station’ for students who are unsuccessful in their bid to enrol at Gontor’s 

main campus or those who arrived after the closing date of the enrolment (enrolment 

to KMI Gontor takes place at the beginning of the academic year at the first week of 

the month of Shawal 103). The student candidate has to have at least a Primary School 

certificate and to go through an Entry Exam. The subjects of the exam are to include 

Mathematics, Indonesian civic studies and language, Arabic reading and writing and 

basic knowledge about Islam. Thus, those who are accommodated on this campus are 

to be prepared to join enrolment in the main campus in the coming year and are taught 

lessons based on the curriculum for year one.  In the academic year 1999/2000, 

Gontor II had 1660 male students 156 of them enrolled as full-time students. The 

campus was led by Mr Saiful Anwar.  

 

� Gontor III  Darul Ma'rifat Campus at Kediri, East Java 

This campus is located at the village of Sumbercangkring, Gurah in Kediri, East Java 

on 6.5 hectares of land. It was donated as Wakaf (endowment) by Mr Kafrawi 

Ridwan, an alumnus of Gontor, who then was a member and is now Chairman of the 

                                                 
102 In 2008 Gontor had open another campus in Sulit Air, West Sumatera. 
 
103 Shawal is the 9th month of the lunar Islamic calendar, which comes after the month of  Ramadhan, 
the fasting month. 
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Board Committee of Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern. The official operation of this 

pesantren under Gontor's management began on 11 December 1993. By the end of the 

1999/2000 academic year, there were 585 students with 51 teachers at this campus. 

The Director of the School is Mr Ahmad Suharto and all the teachers are graduates of 

K.M.I. Gontor. The Campus is called Darul Ma'rifat (House of Knowledge). 

 

�  Gontor IV, ISID Campus at Demangan, Ponorogo, East Java 

This campus is rather special compared to the others as it houses the Institut Studi 

Islam Darussalam (ISID).  It was established in 1992 after Gontor purchased a piece 

of land at Demangan, five kilometres North West of Gontor. The campus has modern 

University facilities, consisting of hostels for male and female students, lecture and 

theatre rooms, library, computer center, canteen, laboratories for different subjects, 

housing for staff, a grand mosque, an oval and other sport facilities. The mosque was 

officially opened by then President Abdurrahman Wahid on 20 February 2000. 

 

Currently ISID has 3 faculties, Tarbiyah (Education), Shari'ah (Islamic Law) and 

Usuluddin (Principles of Religion). At the end of 1999, there were 790 students 

enrolled across the three faculties: Tarbiyah 172 students, Shari'ah 179 students and 

Usuluddin 157 students. The academic activities of the Institute are conducted at 3 

locations, in the main campus in Demangan, in Gontor and in Mantingan, the campus 

for girls. 

 

ISID has very recently reviewed its curriculum to meet some of the needs of the 

students, many of whom pursue post graduate study at various universities overseas 

such as Cairo and Al-Azhar Universities, the International Islamic Universities in 

Islamabad and Kuala Lumpur, the Punjab University in Lahore, Pakistan and others.104 

Positive performances have been obtained by Gontor graduates studying at various 

                                                 
104 Within Indonesia, graduates of ISID have access to Post Graduate study at government universities 
or employment opportunities with government agencies. As part of the requirements set up by the 
government, students have to sit for Ujian Negara (Government Sponsored Exam). According to 
records of the exam results, ISID students have so far shown the highest percentage of success among 
all participants in the exam from various private universities. The advantages that ISID students gain is 
because of the “Integrated System” that applies at the Institute (Wardun, 2005: 19). ISID has also 
earned extra credits in two areas: First, the medium of instruction used in most subjects are Arabic and 
English, and second, the students have to write their thesis either in Arabic or English. This practice has 
been applied since the establishment of ISID in 1963. 
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Universities in Medina, Mecca, Cairo, Kuwait, Baghdad, Lahore, Kuala Lumpur and 

other countries. Apart from their academic achievements, alumni have a good record 

of performance in the organisational and social activities. Many of them became 

Chairmen or Office Bearers of student organisations actively involved in the running 

of students' activities, in various areas. 105  

 

� Gontor V,  Darul Muttaqin Campus at Banyuwangi, East Java 

This campus is located at Kaligung, Banyuwangi, East Java. It was established in 

1987 and at the end of 1999/2000 academic year had 98 students with 21 teachers. 

The campus is called Darul Muttaqien means ‘House of the Pious’. 

 

The teachers at this campus, unlike others, are involved directly in running the day to 

day affairs of the pesantren, as there are only a small number of senior students. The 

daily programs for students at this campus are similar to that of the programs at 

Gontor, except there are some additional activities not conducted either at Gontor or 

other campuses. These include the practice of optional fasting on Mondays and 

Thursdays and at the beginning of the Islamic Calendar (Ashura), as well as religious 

talks on Fridays mornings, and Saturday and Tuesday afternoons.  

 

Although the number of students was only about 100 persons by the end of 2000 and 

the campus is also small, it has been equipped with the necessary facilities for the 

health and well-being of the students, such as a meeting hall, indoor and outdoor sport 

facilities. Due to its location in a rural and remote area the campus has its own 

electricity generator and water pump. 

 

To ensure the standard of education for its graduates, this pesantren sends its students 

(ie. year six) to Gontor to sit for their exam at the same time that Gontor conducts its 

final exam. This exam consists of three sections, an oral and written test, and teaching 

practice.   This branch has also established an association of alumni on the 5th 

September 1999, known as Ikatan Keluarga Darul Muttaqin / IKDAM (The 

Brotherhood Association of Darul Muttaqin). At the same time they also become 

members of IKPM (Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern) with its headquarters at Gontor.   

                                                 
105 I draw here on my own recollection during study at the Islamic University in Madina, Saudi Arabia 
and at Al-Azhar University in Cairo. However, it is also a common claim among observers. 
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� Gontor VI, Darul Qiyam Campus at Magelang, Central Java  

In February 1999 Gontor received another endowment from Mrs Qoyyumi, the wife 

of Mr Kafrawi Ridwan, current chairman of Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern. The 

endowment is located at the village of Gadingsari, Mangunsari, Magelang, Cenral 

Java and consists of 2.3 hectares of land, with a mosque and a house. Gontor started 

the activities of education at this campus at the beginning of the academic year 

1999/2000 after the completion of campus preparations. The campus has been named 

Darul Qiyam (Abode of Values). 

 

� Gontor VII, Riyadat al-Mujahidin Campus, in Kendari, South East 

Sulawesi  

This campus is located at Podahoa, South Konawe in Kendari, South East Sulawesi 

on 1000 hectares of land donated by Governor on behalf of the local government of 

South East Sulawesi province in 2000, at the site of a National Scout Jamboree.  The 

campus was officially opened in September 2002 by the then Vice President of 

Indonesia M. Jusuf Kalla. In the first year 38 students registered at this campus; in the 

second year (2003-2004) there were 180 students. In 2004 this branch opened a 

section for girls in a separate campus. 

    

The teaching staff of this campus take part actively in community developments in the 

surrounding area by giving villagers guidance in religious matters, teaching  the adults 

in subjects and matters related to religion, leading Friday prayers, providing talks on 

religious topics and teaching religious subjects in public schools. This campus has an 

advantage other campuses do not: the extensive size of its land. 106 

 

 

                                                 
106 Seeing the progress and results in the past 8 years following the original donation of 1,000 hectares 
of land in 2000, on the 17th November 2009 the government of Southeast Sulawesi in a ceremony 
attended by the Governor and the Gontor’s leaders, donated an extra 114 hectares of land to Pesantren 
Gontor for the extension of the existing complex in Pudahoa, South Konawe. The Governor said “in 
people’s mind pesantren is associated with orthodoxy, but Gontor has successfully dispelled all this. 
(Gontor’s) santri speak good Arabic and English and they also play guitar. He disclosed his intention to 
grant scholarships to 500 students a year among the villagers to study at Gontor. As there are about 
2000 villages in the province every village could send one student and by the end of the year 2010, the 
province will have thousands of ulama. He asked the Gontor leaders to prepare a proposal for this so 
that he can follow it up as soon as possible.” (Arvino Zulka/ ANTARA 17.11.2009). 
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� Gontor VIII Campus for Girls I at Mantingan, Ngawi, East Java  

This is the first campus for Girls, and was established in 1989 in response to demands 

from parents who send their daughters to study at Gontor. The campus is located 100 

km away from Gontor, west of the city of Madiun on 6 hectares of land owned by 

Gontor. This is in keeping with the ideas of Gontor’s founders, that the girls’ campus 

should be located within a reasonable distance from the boys. 

   

Like other campuses for boys, this campus is directly under the management of 

Gontor, with students involved in the running of day-to-day affairs. Since its 

establishment, and in a very short time, the Girl campus has shown tremendous 

progress. Its graduates have spread throughout the archipelago, many continuing their 

study in Indonesia and abroad, while some work in the community. At the start of 

1999/2000 academic year this campus had 1838 students and 194 teachers.107 The 

leaders of this campus are Dr Hidayatullah Zarkasyi and Sutadji Tadjuddin.  

 

� Gontor IX Campus for Girls II at Mantingan, Ngawi, East Java 

Since the opening of the first Girl’s campus in 1989, the number of female candidates 

is increasing every year. To respond to the demand, Gontor opened a 'receiving-

station' for girls similar to that of Gontor II for boys, known as Gontor Putri II 

(Gontor II for Girls) located at Mantingan near the first campus for girls, with a 

separate program and accommodation. At the end of 1999/2000 academic year, this 

section has 880 students waiting for enrolment in the coming year.     

   

� Gontor X Campus for Girls III at Karangbanyu, Ngawi, East Java    

This is the third Gontor campus for girls, located 10 km east from Gontor’ Campus 

for Girls I on 11 hectares of land purchased specially for this purpose. The campus 

was officially opened on 25 December 2002. The Gontor X Campus for Girls is an 

                                                 
107 By the end of the same academic year this number has changed: there are 1,712 students and 172 
teachers. Sutadji Tadjuddin, one of the campus’ leaders explained to me that the number of students 
and teachers who left the girls’ campus is quite significant when we compare to boys’ campus. One 
explanation is that many had to abandon study because of family reasons i.e. to get married.  This is in 
addition to the common reason, which is economic. He also told me of his experiences as the Director 
of the first school for girls established by Gontor after 65 years.  He said that on starting this campus 
almost all staff were men who had no experience in teaching girls, let alone in handling the 
management of a boarding school special to them.  There many special needs to be provided for girls 
and their psychological conditions need to be understood and accommodated. For instance if a student 
can not attend congregational prayer at the mosque due to menses, we have to trust that this is so. 
(Interview April 2004).   
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expansion of the Campus VIII due to the increasing demand. Mr Muhammad Hudaya 

was appointed as Deputy Guardian for this campus with 85 teaching staff. By the end 

of the 2003/2004 academic year there were 910 students enrolled at this campus, 

some of whom transferred form Campus IX for Girls.  

 

� Gontor XI Campus for Girls IV at Lamomea, South East Sulawesi 

After the opening of the Gontor VII Campus for boys at Pudahoa, South Konawe in 

2002 and the enthusiastic response from the community in the area and other part of 

Eastern Indonesia, there was a strong demand from the community in the region that 

Gontor opens a campus for girls. The preparation to build this campus started in 

March 2004 on 20 hectares of land bought by Pesantren Gontor in  the village of 

Lamomea, district of Konda, Regency of South Konawe, in the South East Sulawesi 

Province. Educational activities began on 1st July 2004 with 74 students enrolled in 

the first year.  Students are not drawn solely from the surrounding area, but also come 

from the very northern part of Sulawesi, Gorontalo.  Pesantren Gontor has appointed 

Husni Kamil Jaelani as a Deputy Guardian at this new campus, assisted by 11 

teachers appointed by Pesantren Gontor.  

 

�  Gontor XII Campus in Lampung,  Sumatra  

This campus is established on 13.7 hectares of land in two locations: Kalianda (5.7 

hectares) and Way Jepara (8 hectares). Land was donated by six families living in the 

area. A new Gontor campus was established at Kalianda, while an Islamic Centre was 

built at Way Jepara. The local government and the surrounding community showed 

enthusiasm and support when both projects were established (Wardun 2004: 35). This 

was the first expansion of Gontor to Sumatra Island.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The discussion in this chapter has provided an account of the practical outcomes of 

the innovative vision initiated 80 years ago by Pesantren Gontor’s founders and 

leaders,  which has become a model for many pesantren - not only those established 

by the Gontor’s alumni, but by many who previously were acquainted only with 

traditional pesantren systems. Gontor has created a new style or model where two 

existing systems, the ‘traditional pesantren’ and the ‘modern madrasah’ are combined 



 168 

into a single integrated system, enriched with experiences from other renowned higher 

learning institutions from different parts of the world. Gontor’s innovations cover 

areas which include a clear program for the long and short term, the caderisation for 

its continuation, the freedom of thought and political non-partisanship, the 

commitment to not teaching a single-madzhab, the development of a viable economic 

base and the continues expansion of its infrastructures.   

 

The vision of Gontor’s founders has translated into long and short time programs 

bringing success in the ongoing development and progress of this pesantren since it 

was established. It has also resulted in producing a prominent santri who play a major 

role in the affairs of the Indonesian Muslim community and in the life of the broader 

nation, especially in the spheres of politics and education.    

 

The next chapter will explore the character of the learning curriculum at Gontor, 

another feature of the Gontor Model, providing further detail of the nature of the 

unique educational system this pesantren has provided.  
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Chapter Six 

PESANTREN GONTOR’S CURRICULUM AND ITS 
EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY 

As an outline, there are three aspects that maintain Gontor’s 

integrity and consistency, namely: its values, its systems and the 

subject matter of its pesantren education. The first aspect is its 

Islamic and educational values. The true essence of a pesantren lies 

in the Islamic and educational values of the pesantren. The second 

aspect is its fully disciplined boarding-house system. This boarding-

house system supports the establishment of the synchronization of its 

three-centres of education; school education (formal), family 

education (informal), and community education (non-formal). The 

third aspect is the subject matter taught at the pesantren representing 

the available curriculum, namely, a curriculum that combines 

revealed knowledge with acquired knowledge. 

 

Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi (2005: xi).108 
 
 

Introduction  
One feature of the Gontor Model that contributes to the betterment of the quality of 

Gontor’s education is its curriculum. This is what makes Gontor different from other 

pesantren because of it’s adaption of a unique curriculum. There are three main 

characteristics of this curriculum that I seek to investigate in this chapter: 

 

• The insistence on developing and maintaining a curriculum based on the 

vision of the founders aimed at building independent and critical thinking 

• The implementation of the 24 hour curriculum  

• The emphasis on using Arabic and English as the languages of instruction 

 

This chapter will expound on the nuances and uniqueness of the curriculum at Gontor. 

It begins with defining this curriculum within the Gontor context, its design, 

implementation, outcomes and assessment. To aptly contextualize the design and 

formation of the curriculum, it is necessary to examine the background and life 

experiences of the founding fathers, and the manner in which these elements became 
                                                 
108Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi is one of the three current leaders of Pesantren Gontor. He is the son of 
Imam Zarkasyi who was one of the Gontor’s founders. The other two leaders are Hasan Abdullah 
Sahal, (the son of Ahmad Sahal, the other founder of Gontor) and Syamsul Hadi Abdan, one of 
Gontor’s alumni. 
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precursors which evolved and became manifest in the Gontor curriculum. The chapter 

also explores the prevailing social, educational and political factors on both a national 

and international level that played a part in the initial formation of the curriculum.  It 

then looks at the alignment and recognition of the curriculum both nationally and 

internationally.  

 
1. Definition 

 
1.1. General definition 

Curriculum, in its narrowest sense, is defined as “a course” by The Shorter Oxford 

Dictionary but this broad interpretation comes “perilously close to making curriculum 

synonymous with education”. Marsh & Stafford (1988:3) highlight the diversity in 

accepted meaning of the term curriculum. Noting that for some, curriculum may have 

an emphasis on “the study of disciplines”, whereas for others it may be “a wholistic, 

integrated orientation” encompassing all kinds of planned and unplanned activities. 

Some definitions (e.g. Becher & Maclure, 1978:13) treat the term curriculum as more 

of a syllabus-based concept, denoting those activities outside of the realm of the 

classroom as extra-curricular.  

 

1.2. Curriculum with Gontor Context 

Marsh & Stafford define curriculum as “an interrelated set of plans and experiences 

which a student completes under the guidance of the school”; Becher & Maclure 

(1978: 11) maintain that curriculum is what its developers aim it to be. These two 

notions are brought together cohesively in the idea that “what happens in school as a 

result of what teachers do…[the curriculum] includes all of the experiences of 

children for which the school accepts responsibility. It is the means used by the school 

as a means of accomplishing its purpose.” (Oliver 1965: 2). More contemporarily, the 

following definition was promoted and noted by Ismail, quoting Zubaidi (Ismail, 

2008: 2): 

 

Curriculum is not merely a composition of class-based subjects, but 
constitutes the whole education process, whether planned or 
unplanned (hidden curriculum). This indicates that learning in the 
modern pesantren (Pesantren Gontor) is not an objective that stands 
alone; in fact it is integrally combined with the aim of the pesantren’s 
education as a whole, where the general aim of the pesantren is to 
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produce ulamas of intellect, not intellects that know a little about 
religion. Additionally the pesantren also seeks to form an individual 
who is knowledgeable and pious and serves their community and 
nation well.  

 

Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, (Gontor, 2005: xi) notes that the boarding of santri in the 

pesantren is an extremely important factor. He also states that this encompasses the 

application of a 24-hour curriculum, again re-enforcing the notion of systematizing 

the Gontor curriculum with the Gontor experience. All experiences encountered by 

the santri during their typical 24 hours are unique to them as boarders. 109 

 

2. Formal, Non-formal and Hidden Curriculum 

According to Seddon there are three kinds of curricula: formal, non-formal, and 

hidden curriculum. The formal curriculum covers activities in the classroom with a 

formal lesson plan. A non-formal curriculum includes planned activities not directly 

related to the academic activities in the classroom. This curriculum is seen as 

supplementary to the formal curriculum. The hidden curriculum includes non-written 

rules among the students as Print (1995: 10) (quoting Seddon 1983: 1-2, emphasis 

added) states: 

… the hidden curriculum refers to the outcomes of education and/or 
the processes leading to those outcomes, which are not explicitly intended 

by educators. These outcomes are generally not explicitly intended because 
they are not stated by teachers in their oral or written list of objectifies, nor 
are they included in educational statement of in intent such as syllabus, 
school policy documents or curriculum projects… 

Syukri Zarkasyi (Gontor, 2005: vi) also states that education may be divided into 

three fields: in this case, formal, informal and non-formal. Formal education is 

education at school, namely, what the santri (students) obtain during school hours on 

their campus. Informal education is what the santri experience in their families, and in 

this case, their families are their guardians, teachers and fellow santri. Non-formal 

education is community education, in this case, the santri community. These three 

types of curriculum are all recognized and engaged at Gontor 

                                                 
2. The significance of boarding for the students learning process has also been highlighted by Lance 
Castes (see Notes on the Islamic School Gontor 1965: 32).  
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3. Design, Basis and Philosophy 
 

3.1. Approaches to Curriculum Design 
 
Tyler maintains that it is necessary to ascertain what is sought from the curriculum 

(Marsh & Stafford, 1978:6). It seems to be evident that values, philosophies and 

orientations play a dominant role in determining what is sought from the Gontor 

experience. Tyler’s principles are quite linear, and are referred to by Syukri (Zarkasyi, 

2005: 80) in his exposition of pesantren curriculum: 

 

 
 

Fig. 1.1 Ralph Tyler’s principles 
 
When discussing Tyler’s principles in relation to Gontor, Syukri Zarkasyi, (2005: 80) 

expands as follows: 

1. In relation to objectives, the objectives of education are very closely related to 

those of life; educational objectives are only one of the instruments used to 

nurture a continuing life. 

2. Just as important is the substance of what is learnt. Pragmatically, Islamic 

education process contains material oriented towards human needs.  Religious 

knowledge is just as important as general knowledge, and these are not 

mutually exclusive.  

1. Objectives 

2. Selected learning 
experiences 

3. Organisational 
learning experiences 

4. Evaluation 
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3. The method which is used to transfer knowledge to the learner effectively. 

There are a number of different methods which may be used, particularly in 

relation to religious education.  

4. The evaluation phase as part of the curriculum is used to evaluate the extent to 

which objectives of the curriculum have been achieved.  

 

 3.2. Gontor’s Values and Philosophy 

This chapter will focus largely on the first and second of Tyler’s principles. To 

better understand the curriculum, more specifically its objectives, an appreciation 

of the values and philosophies behind Gontor is necessary. These values are very 

much focused on the objectives of life. The following is an outline of the Panca 

Jiwa (Five Spirits or values of Gontor) as developed by the Gontor’s founders, the 

Trimurti: 

 

1) Jiwa Keikhlasan (Spirit of Sincerity). The motive of doing things including 

teaching and studying is for the sake of Allah as a kind of worship to Him. 

Everything is done with sincerity as a kind of devotion to Allah. Syukri 

(Zarkasyi - B, 2005: 86) notes that all events by all stakeholders at Gontor 

are based on the spirit of sincerity, whether it be in social conversation, 

giving or receiving advice, leading or educating.  

2)  Jiwa Kesederhanaan (Spirit of Modesty).  Modesty or the simple life in the 

Pesantren Gontor does not mean poverty and destitution, but rather patience, 

resolution and self-control in the struggle in life. Syukri explains that this is 

articulated in the manner, in which the santri dress, their hairstyle, food, the 

manner in which they speak, and the attitude and manner in which they 

think. It is stressed that there is no differentiation between a rich and a poor 

santri, which means that a poorer santri will not feel inferior to a rich one.  

3) Jiwa Berdikari (Spirit Self Reliance, lit. “Standing on one’s own feet”). The 

santri have to be able to stand on their own feet in their study without 

expecting others’ help. As an educational institution Pesantren Gontor itself 

has to be independent from any other’s help. Syukri notes that in their daily 

life, santri are taught to look after themselves in many different ways 

independently. They look after the mini-market, canteen, kitchen, fast-food 
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outlet, secretariat, boarding house and courses. In other words, they are 

taught to self-govern. They even look after the cleanliness of Gontor.  

4) Jiwa Ukhuwwah Diniyyah (Spirit of Religious Brotherhood). Life in the 

pesantren is full of the spirit of Islamic brotherhood. Santri share each 

other’s happiness and sorrow. This feeling continues after they have finished 

their study and left the pesantren. Syukri notes that from the time Gontor 

began, santri were instilled with the value of unity and mutual help, such as 

through the various organizations they are part of, playing a part in a sports 

team, partaking in drama together, partaking in public speaking together. 

With this, the character of team spirit is instilled within the santri. 

Moreover, this also teaches them to live as part of the community.  

5) Jiwa Bebas (Independent Spirit). The santri have freedom in thinking, 

acting, deciding their own future, but this freedom should not be abused nor 

is it uncontrollable, resulting in the loss of their principles and purpose of 

life. This freedom has to be in line with Islamic teachings based on the 

Qur’ān and the Sunnah of the Prophet. Syukri notes that this independent 

spirit was no more evident than during the period of the New Order, at 

which time Gontor stood its ground in spite of discrimination from the 

government for maintaining its independence and impartiality. 

 

 
4. Curriculum with the Gontor Context – The Gontor 

Experience 
 

The achievement of Gontor was acknowledged by government in the form of 

appointment of Imam Zarkasyi as Chairman of the MP3A/Majlis Pertimbangan 

Pendidikan dan Pengajaran Agama (Religious Education Council) under the 

Ministry of Religious Affairs in the late 1950s. Zarkasyi’s involvement in the 

government’s committees on religious education, however, did not compromise 

the independence of Gontor. Zarkasyi declined to implement the 1975 curriculum 

enforced by the Ministry as he believed that what was offered at Gontor was 

superior to the government proposal (Zuhdi 2006: 422). 
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Gontor’s spirit is expressed in a number of pithy statements and aphorisms. These 

frequently used aphorisms embody what is most important about Gontor and are 

called forth in educating the santri.   

 

Here I list and comment on an extensive number of the most important of these 

aphorisms. Most of these aphorisms are in Indonesian; some, however, are in 

Arabic and a few combine languages including Javanese. The phrasing of these 

aphorisms is essential to their understanding, hence I quote the aphorism first and 

then give its translation (and interpretation, where necessary). 

 

4.1. Philosophy 

o Ilmu bukan untuk ilmu, tetapi ilmu untuk amal dan ibadah. (Knowledge is not 

for the sake of knowledge itself, but for good deeds and worship) 

o Apa yang dilihat, didengar, dirasakan, dan dialami santri sehari-hari harus 

mengandung unsur pendidikan (What the santri see, hear, feel and experience 

in their everyday lives have to contain educational elements). 

 

4.1.1. Philosophy and Institutional Statements 

o Pondok Modern Gontor berdiri di atas dan untuk semua golongan. (Modern 

Pesantren Gontor stands above and for all groups) 

o Pondok adalah lapangan perjuangan, bukan tempat mecari kehidupan. (The 

pesantren is a field for struggle, not a place for seeking livelihood) 

o Pondok itu milik umat, bukan milik kyai. (The pesantren belongs to the 

Muslim community, not to kyai) 

 

4.1.2. Philosophy and Education Mottos 

o Berbudi tinggi, berbadan sehat, berpengetahuan luas, dan berpikiran bebas. 

(The santri have to possess noble character, sound body, broad knowledge, 

and independent mind) 

o  Jadilah ulama yang intelek, bukan intelek yang tahu agama. (Be an 

intellectual ‘ālim, not an intellectual who knows religion) 

o  Hidup sekali, hiduplah yang berarti (You only live once, live meaningfully) 

o Berjasalah tetapi jangan minta jasa. (Contribute meaningfully but do not ask 

for favour) 
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o Sebesar keinsafanmu, sebesar itu pula keuntunganmu (The greatness of your 

merit is based on the greatness of your religious conscience) 

o Mau dipimpin dan siap memimpin, sebelum patah sudah tumbuh, sebelum 

hilang sudah berganti (Be ready to lead and to be led, lit. “before being 

broken, another has grown, before being lost a replacement has made ready”;  

this motto refers to the building of  leadership in the pesantren) 

o Berani hidup tak takut mati, takut mati jangan hidup, takut hidup mati saja  

(Be brave in facing life without being afraid of death; if you are afraid of 

death, don’t bother being alive, and if you are afraid of being alive, you may 

as well be dead) 

o Seluruh mata pelajaran harus mengandung pendidikan akhlak (All subjects 

have to contain moral education) 

o In uridu illa al-islah. ا¤¥حإن أر~� إ�  (What I want is only the establishment 

of peace, reconciliation, and improvement). Note this aphorism is in Arabic. 

o Sebaik-baik manusia ialah yang paling bermanfaat untuk sesamanya. (The 

best people are those who give most benefit to others) 

o Pendidikan itu by doing, bukan by lip. (Education is by doing, not by saying) 

o Perjuangan itu memerlukan pengorbanan: bondo, bahu, piker, lek perlu sak 

nyawane. (Struggle requires sacrifices: material, effort, thinking, if necessary 

with soul)  Note: this combines Indonesian and Javanese. 

o I’malu fawqa ma amilu.  ا�x¢® u� ا ¯�ق�x¢®ا (Do more than what others do)  

Arabic 

o Hanya orang penting yang tahu kepentingan, dan hanya pejuang yang tahu 

arti perjuangan. (Only important people know what is necessary, and only 

those who struggle know the meaning of struggle) 

o Sederhana tidak berarti miskin. (Simplicity does not mean poverty) 

 

4.1.3. Philosophy and Learning Mottos 

o Metode lebih penting daripada materi, guru lebih penting daripada metode, 

tetapi jiwa guru lebih penting daripada guru itu sendiri (The method of 

teaching is more important than the subject matter, the teacher is more 

important than the method, and the spirit of the teacher is more important than 

the teacher himself) 



 177 

o Pondok memberi kail, tidak memberi ikan. (lit. “The pesantren provides the 

fishing tackle, not the fish” meaning that the pesantren provides the tools only, 

namely, knowledge to be used by the santri  to obtain their livelihood) 

o Ujian untuk belajar, bukan belajar untuk ujian. (The examination is for the 

sake of study, not studying for the sake of the examination) 

o Pelajaran di Pondok: agama 100% dan umum 100% (The subject matter in  

Gontor is 100 % religious and at the same time 100 % general) 

 

4.2. Orientation 

o Kemasyarakatan (socialization). All studies and activities in the pesantren will 

be encountered by the santri in the society itself during their life’s struggle. 

o  Hidup Sederhana (modest living). This does not mean living in poverty. It 

includes the element of strength, patience, and self-control in facing 

challenges in life. It also includes simplicity in clothing, eating, sleeping, and 

talking, even in thinking. 

o Tidak Berpartai (non-party affiliation). As an educational institution Pesantren 

Gontor has no affiliation with any party, but rather stands above all parties. 

Many of its santri consist of children of leaders of various parties. Upon their 

graduation they are free to choose any faction, organization, or political party. 

o Ibadah talab al-ilm (worshiping Allah through seeking knowledge). The 

pesantren is a place to seek Allah’s pleasure through learning. In the 

Introduction/Orientation Week held by the pesantren every year the santri are 

always asked: “What are you looking for at Gontor?” with the ideal answer 

being: “Purely to seek knowledge and education” and not certificates or 

friends. 

 

4.3. Vision, Mission and Aim 

4.3.1. Vision 

Sebagai lembaga pendidikan pencetak kader-kader pemimpin umat; menjadi tempat 

ibadah talab al-ilmi; dan menjadi sumber pengetahuan Islam, bahasa al-Qur’ān, dan 

ilmu pengetahuan umum, dengan tetap berjiwa pondok. (To be an educational 

institution that produces cadres for leading the Muslim community; to be a place of 

worshiping Allah through seeking knowledge; to be a centre of Islamic learning, the 
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language of the Qur’ān (Arabic language) and general knowledge, while maintaining 

the spirit of pesantren) (Piagam Wakaf Gontor, 1960: 3). 

  

4.3.2. Mission 

o Membentuk generasi yang unggul menuju terbentuknya khair ummah. (To 

build a superior generation leading to the establishment of “the best 

community”  

o Mendidik dan mengembangkan generasi Mukmin-Muslim yang berbudi tinggi, 

berbadan sehat, berpengetahuan luas, dan berpikiran bebas serta berkhidmat 

kepada masyarakat. (To educate and develop a Mu’min-Muslim generation 

that has noble character, sound body, broad knowledge, free thinking, and 

serves the community) 

o Mengajarkan ilmu pengetahuan agama dan umum secara seimbang menuju 

terbentuknya ulama yang intelek. (To teach religious and general knowledge 

proportionally in order to produce intellectual ‘ulama’) 

o Mewujudkan warga-negara yang berkepribadian Indonesia yang beriman dan 

bertakwa kepada Allah SWT. (To produce citizens with Indonesian identity 

who are believers and pious to Allah the Almighty) 

 

 4.3.3. Aims 

o Terwujudnya generasi yang unggul menuju terbentuknya khair ummah. (To 

produce a superior generation leading to the creation of the best community 

o Terbentuknya generasi Mukmin-Muslim yang berbudi tinggi, berbadan sehat, 

berpengetahuan luas, dan berpikiran bebas, serta berkhidmat kepada 

masyarakat. (To produce a Mu’min-Muslim generation with noble character, 

sound body, broad knowledge, free thinking, and serves the community). 

o Lahirnya ulama intelek yang memiliki keseimbangan dzikir dan pikir (To 

produce intellectual ulama (Muslim scholars) that are equally thoughtful and 

remember Allah). 

o Terwujudnya warga-negara yang berkepribadian Indonesia yang berimam 

dan bertakwa kepada Allah SWT. (To produce citizens with an Indonesian 

identity who believe and are faithful to Allah the Almighty (Zarkasyi 2005: 

101-108) 
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5. Background and Impact of Founders  

(Table of Educational Background of Gontor Founders can be found at the end of this 

section) 

The background of the founders had a profound impact in shaping Gontor’s formative 

philosophy.  K.H. Ahmad Sahal, the eldest brother of the three brothers, attended 

Vervolg School (Dutch Primary School), and then attended several pondok 110 

including Kauman, Joresan and Durisawo in Ponorogo. Afterwards he attended a 

Dutch colonial school (Algemeen Nederlands Verbond) from 1919 till 1921. After 

returning from study at a pondok in Tremas, Pacitan he established Pesantren Gontor 

with a Tarbiyatul Atfal kindergarten.  After attending the Islamic Congress of 

Indonesia in mid-1926 Ahmad Sahal was inspired to form an educational institution 

that produced santri who were bilingual in English and Arabic.  Later with his brother 

K.H. Imam Zarkasyi, Ahmad Sahal, would establish the Kulliyatul Muallimin Al-

Islamiyah (Arabic: Teachers Training College). Ahmad Sahal became the guardian 

(pengasuh) of the pesantren and Imam Zarkasyi became the director of the school.  

 

  5.1. K.H. Zainuddin Fanani, the second eldest brother, was more exposed to 

the public school system than his brothers.  He also attended Vervolg School while 

concurrently attending a Pondok in Josari. Afterwards he attended other pondok 

(Tremas, Pacitan and Siwalan Panji). He also attended HIS (Hollandse Inlandse 

School) and a Kweek School in Ponorogo. Then he attended a Tabligh School 

(Madrasah Kulliytul Mubalighin – MKM) 111, but he was not satisfied with that school. 

He then continued his study at a Sekolah Pemimpin (Leadership Training School) and 

Pendidikan Jurnalistik (Journalistic School). His main contribution to the 

development of Gontor was through his writings, especially on education; he also 

bore the expense of his younger brother’s education, Imam Zarkasyi. 

5.2. K.H. Imam Zarkasyi, the youngest of the three brothers, attended the local 

SD (Primary school), Pondok Joresan, and the Dutch Vervolg School. Afterwards he 

attended Pesantren Jamsaren (also known as Pesantren Qur’an dan Hadits), 

Madrasah Manbaul Ulum and Madrasah Arabiyah Islamiyah (MAI) for three years. 
                                                 
110 Commonly cited term for a traditional pesantren, as the opposite of modern pesantren. 
 
111 Kulliyatul Muballighien literally means (College of the Preachers) e.g. a school established to give 
training to Muslim youth to be preachers of Islam. 
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He learned the Arabic language using the direct method from MAI under the guidance 

of Ustadz Mohammed Omar al-Hasyimi, a Tunisian graduate from Zaitun University 

in Tunis. At the suggestion of his teacher al-Hasyimi he left for Padang Panjang, 

where he studied at Thawalib School 112 for two years. Then he continued his study at 

a Normal Islam School (NIS, Kulliyatul Muallimin al-Islamiyah) headed by Mahmud 

Yunus who graduated from Dar-ul-Ulum Cairo. After his graduation from NIS, he 

became the Director of the Muhammadiyah Kweek School in Padang Sidempuan. 

Upon his return to Gontor he and his brother KH Ahmad Sahal established the 

Kulliyatul Muallimin Al-Islamiyah. Discipline, determination, philosophy and life 

experience instilled in him by his teacher Ustadz al-Hasyimi would become elements 

for Gontor. 

Following is Table of Educational Background of the Gontor’s Founders (Trimurti):  

                                                 
112 A religious high school established by Mahmud Yunus, graduate of Darul Ulum in Cairo. The 
school had become a model for Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah established by Imam Zarkasyi at 
Gontor.  
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6. Implementation 

 
6.1. The Importance of Knowledge 

The importance of knowledge in Islam is well explained in the two main sources of 

Islamic teachings, i.e., the Qur’ān and the H.adīth (The Tradition of Prophet 

Muhammad, peace be upon him). The first revelation that came to Prophet 

Muhammad, which forms part of the Qur’ān, is about seeking knowledge. It says: 

Proclaim (or Read) in the name of your Lord and Cherisher, who 
created. Created man from a leech-like clot. Proclaim and your Lord is 
the most bountiful. The One, who taught with the pen. He taught man 
what he knows not. (Q. 96: 1-5)  

The contents of the Qur’ān cover different aspects of knowledge, including biology, 

botany, zoology, astronomy, sociology and history. The verses, which cover these 

subjects, are under the grouping of al-āyāt al-kauniyyah (the verses dealing with 

acquired knowledge). Islam highly appreciates knowledge and urges Muslims to seek 

knowledge, regardless of time and place.    

The order to seek knowledge stated in the Qur’ān is repeated in H.adīth.  In this regard 

Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w.) said: “Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every 

Muslim, male and female”. He also said “He who goes out to seek knowledge is on 

the Path of Allah until he comes home”.  Two other hadiths can be quoted here: 1) 

“Seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave” 2) “Seek knowledge even in China”. 

Understanding of these principles is assumed as the fundamental principle 

contributing to the formation of the curriculum at Gontor. Imam Zarkasyi often 

reminded the santri of the importance of knowledge. He said: 

Love knowledge for the sake of God, not because of seeking 
government employment (lit. “Government salary”). Love knowledge 
because it is the main treasure (mustika literally means “magic stone”). 
If you love knowledge it will accompany you all your life, wherever 
you are. In the fold of books there are hidden and unique diamonds of 
knowledge and useful for those who seek it. This is the meaning of 
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“thalabul ‘ilmi”/seeking knowledge). (Wasiat Pendiri Gontor 2008: 7-
11).  113 

           6.2. Types of knowledge:  

Islam classifies knowledge into two types: fard.u ‘ayn (individual obligation) and 

fard.u kifāyah (communal obligation).114  The ‘ulamā’ give examples of this: to study 

medicine is considered fard.u kifāyah, while to study how to perform prayer is fard.u 

‘ayn. This division has nothing to do with the relationship between knowledge and 

religion, but rather is based on the condition and the necessity of the subject for an 

individual or a member of the Muslim community. Every Muslim needs to know how 

to perform prayer, but it is not necessary that every one becomes a practitioner of 

medicine.  

Although most of the subjects taught at the pesantren are religiously related by their 

nature, orientated to life in the Hereafter, the pesantren leaders will argue against any 

assumption that they neglect worldly aspects in their teachings.  For instance they 

argue that the subject of Tawh.īd is strongly connected with and reflected directly in 

people’s daily life, and it becomes a source and motivation for all actions. Tawh.īd will 

also shape one’s personality and attitude. As for the subject of Fiqh, they argue that 

apart from instructions concerning ritual acts, it also regulates people’s relationships 

in daily life: business dealings, family matters, education and others. Likewise in 

subjects such as H.adīth and Tafsīr, people learn many aspects of broader knowledge 

such as ethics, manners, economy and systems of government. Most traditional 

                                                 
113 Cintailah ilmu lillahi ta‘ala (karena Allah), bukan karena peraturan gaji pegawai. Cintailah Ilmu, 

karena ia adalah mustika yang utama. Kalau kamu cinta kepada ilmu, maka ilmu yang wajib dicintai 

itu akan menemani kamu seumur hidupmnu, dimana pun kamu berada. Didalam lipatan buku-buku 

itulah terpendam mutiara ilmu yang sulit, pelik dan bermanfaat, yang hanya didapat oleh orang yang 

mencarinya. Itulah arti “thalabul ‘ilmi” (menuntut ilmu). 

114 Fardu (lit. obligatory) according to Islamic shari’ah means an act that carries reward if performed 
while not doing so is considered sinful. Fardu is divided into two categories, fard.u ‘ayn (individual 

obligation) and fard.u kifāyah (communal obligation).  Fardu ain is an obligation on every individual 

Muslim to fulfill a certain task when she/he reaches the age of maturity, such as performing daily 
prayers and fasting during the month of Ramadan. Fardu kifayah (communal obligation) means that if 
any part of the community has performed this obligation, the rest of the community members are free 
from the obligation. But if there is no one in the community who undertakes this obligation, the whole 
community becomes sinful for its neglect, such as giving charity to the poor and needy. (This is 
different, for example, from Zakah [alms giving] which is obligatory upon every individual Muslim.) 
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pesantren probably do not teach secular or social subjects as such; nonetheless, 

subjects such as al-Falak (Astronomy) directly address issues of astronomy, though 

without using mathematical calculation.  

 

 What is really important in the matter of Gontor’s curriculum is to understand the 

concept of the Gontor founder, Imam Zarkasyi, on knowledge. He maintained that 

Islam does not separate religious and secular knowledge (Wiryosukarto 1996: 51). 

Therefore in looking at subjects in Gontor’s curriculum people should not merely 

apply the criterion that sees a dichotomy between religious and secular subjects.  Thus 

Gontor claims that its curriculum covers 100% religious subjects and 100% secular 

subjects.  

7. Units of the Gontor Experience 

7.1. Study Area based Curriculum 

Based on the curriculum theory adopted by Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, Gontor applies 

a 24-hour curriculum undertaken by three bodies: (1) a Student Guidance Council 

Lembaga Pengasuhan Santri, (2) a Student Organization consisting of Organissi 

Pelajar Pondok Modern (OPPM, Pondok Modern Student Organization) and 

Organisasi Kepramukaan (Boy scout Organization), and (3) the Kulliyatul Muallimin 

Islamiyah (KMI). The Santri Guidance Council (Lembaga Pengasuhan Santri) whose 

members consist of senior teachers is responsible for running activities after formal 

study in the classroom. It collaborates with the student organization. The OPPM is 

managed by santri and is responsible for running the activities on campus. Currently 

it has 20 individual sections, as discussed in Chapter Four. 

  
When the KMI started in 1936 it applied the same curriculum as used at Normaal 

Islam School at Padang Panjang, but as it developed changes occurred consistent with 

the character of the new orientation. The current curriculum applied at Gontor as of 

2006 consists of: (1) Secular subjects, including languages (English and Indonesian), 

mathematics, natural science (physics, chemistry and biology), social sciences 

(history, biography and sociology), arithmetic, mathematics and civics; (2) Religious 

subjects, including those related to Arabic (dictation, language exercises, 

composition, reading, grammar, morphology, rhetoric, history of language 
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civilization) and Islamic studies (Qur’ānic recitation, rules on Qur’ānic recitation, 

Qur’ānic translation, Qur’ānic commentary, H.adīth, the sciences on H.adīth, Islamic 

jurisprudence, the foundations of Islamic jurisprudence, laws of inheritance, theology, 

comparative religion, Islamic history); (3) Other subjects includes the study of wise 

sayings, logic, education and Arabic calligraphy. With this curriculum Gontor aims at 

producing intellectual ‘ulamā’, i.e., broadminded Islamic scholars (Wahid 2006: 75-

76).  

 

In a more specific division Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi (2005: 130) classified the 

Gontor curriculum into seven study areas: 

1. Arabic Language (delivered in Arabic): Dictation, Composition, Language 

drill, Reading, Grammar, Morphology, Rhetoric, History of Civilization and 

Arabic script/calligraphy. 

2. Islamic Studies (for year 2 and above, all these subjects are delivered in 

Arabic): Arabic, the Rules of Qur’ānic recitation, Theology, Qur’ānic 

exegesis, H.adīth, the Science of H.adīth, Islamic Jurisprudence, the Laws of 

Inheritance, Religious Study, Comparative Study of Religions, Islamic 

History, Logic and Qur’ānic translation.    

3. Educational subjects: Education and Teaching (in Arabic) and the Psychology 

of Education 

4. English (delivered in English): Reading and Comprehension, Grammar, 

Composition and Dictation 

5. Mathematics (taught in Indonesian):  Arithmetic, Geometry/Algebra, Natural 

Science, Physics and Biology Social sciences: National and World History, 

Geography, Sociology and General Psychology 

6. Citizenship (taught in Indonesian): Indonesian language and Civics  

Comparing Gontor with government junior and senior high schools, Syamsul Hadi 

Abdan, one of the current Gontor leaders, argued: There are a few subjects at SMP 

and SMA which are not taught at Gontor and these are replaced by the Arabic 

language. This includes the local language (bahasa daerah), German and French. At 

Gontor Arabic and Islamic studies are allocated more hours, while sport and music are 

taught outside the formal curriculum. KMI does not differentiate between secular and 
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religious subjects, but Arabic and English are given a priority over other subjects. The 

other difference is that all santri at Gontor live on campus with strict discipline, 

whereas students of SMP, SMA or Aliyah do not live on campus. (Majalah Gontor, 

May, 2006/Edisi Khusus: 27). 

 

For intensive classes specially designed for high school graduates, the number of 

hours allocated for secular/general subjects is less, as they have been studied by these 

students previously. This is also intended to allow them to catch up with the normal 

classes in half of the time.115  All santri’s activities including extra-curricular activities 

are part of the educational process. It is incumbent upon every santri to take part in 

extra curricular activities depending on an individual's talent and inclination 

(Madjalah Gontor May, 2006/Edisi Khusus: 45). 

7.2. Santri Activities on Campus 

Santri activities on the campus can be classified into three categories: daily, weekly 

and annually. The santri’s daily activities start at 04.00 in the morning and go until 

10.00 in the evening. This has become part of their life in the pesantren. These 

activities represent a 24-hour curriculum as every hour and minute is pre-programmed 

with certain activities. The 24-hour activities are included in the formal, informal and 

non-formal (hidden) curriculum (Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi 2005: ix-x).  

 The activities in the classroom that go from 7.00 am - 12.30 pm are part of the formal 

curriculum organized by the KMI, while the afternoon class from 14.00-14.45 is only 

for students from year 1 to year 3 and is organized by the OPPM under the 

supervision of the Guidance Council (Lembaga Kepengasuhan). 

Other activities outside the classroom such as sports, scout training, night study, 

public speaking practice and other activities are also organized and managed by the 

OPPM under the guidance of the Guidance Council of Santri. The organisation and 

management of the OPPM and Scouts, which run these activities, have provided the 

santri at Gontor an opportunity of management and leadership training. Astuti (2006: 

                                                 
115 In 2007 Gontor also created a special class for students coming from overseas who are high school 
graduates. It is an intensive class with a special curriculum where the students spend only three years to 
finish their study at Gontor. (Interview on 28 June, 2009 with Theis Greentree, an Australian student, 
currently studying at Gontor). 
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2) claims there are 1,500 leadership positions at Gontor that have to be filled up by 

santri. These positions rotate every year or half year, which means every santri, 

would have an opportunity to lead at least once. 

The weekly, half yearly and yearly activities of the santri are aimed to bring the santri 

into achieving their goal in implementing the whole curriculum as planned. For the 

details of the santri activities, see the tables below: 

� Daily Activities: 

 04.00-05.30   Wake up from sleep 
� Morning prayer (subuh) in congregation  
� Vocabulary enrichment (Arabic and English) 
� Recitation of Al-Qur’ān 

05.30-06.00 � Exercise/sport 
� Shower 
� Courses in language, arts, music, etc.  

06.00-06.45 � Breakfast 
� Getting ready for the morning class 

07.00-12.30  � Classes 

12.30-14.00 � Cessation of Morning Classes 
� Noon prayer (Zuhr) in congregation 
� Lunch 
� Getting ready for the Afternoon Classes 

14.00-14.45 � Study in the classroom 

1.4.45-15.30 � Afternoon prayer (Asr) in congregation 
� Recitation of Al- Qur’ān 

15.30-16.45 � Free activities (sport, skill training, meeting, 
etc 

16.45-17.15 � Shower and getting ready to pray in 
congregation at the mosque 

17.15-18.30 � Evening prayer (Maghrib) in congregation at 
the Mosque 

� Recitation of Al-Qur’ān  

18.30-19.30 � Dinner 

19.30-20.00 � Night prayer (Isha’) in congregation 

20.00-22.00 � Night study (belajar malam) 

22.00-04.00 � Rest and Sleep 
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� Weekly activities 

Sunday � After the Night prayer (Isha’), santri of year 1-4 attend 
“public speaking practice” (latihan berpidato) in English 
supervised by santri of year 6, while santri of year 5 
conduct “discussion practice” (latihan berdiskusi). 

Tuesday � After the Morning prayer (Subuh), santri participate in  
Arabic or English conversation practice.  

� This is followed by jogging. 

Thursday � The class is dispersed at 10.45 before the last two sessions 
of the lesson and santri should attend “public speaking 
practice” in Arabic from 11.00-12.15, with the same 
arrangements as in English  

� From 13.45-16.00 santri  participate in Scout activities  
� From 20.00-21.30 santri attend the “public speaking 

practice” in Indonesian, with the same arrangements as in 
Arabic/English. 

Friday � After the Morning prayer (Subuh), santri participate in the 
Arabic and English conversation practice  

� This is followed by jogging  
� After jogging and having breakfast, santri are to do 

general cleaning on campus. 
� The only weekly holiday for the school is on Friday. 

  
□ Annual activities 

 
At the beginning of the academic year Gontor conducts an “Introduction/Orientation 

Week” known in Gontor in Arabic as Khutba-tul ‘Arsh. It is designed to give the new 

santri an introduction to the pesantren, among other things; its facilities, its 

philosophy, its discipline (known at Gontor as Sunnah), its system, and its aim.  For 

the old santri this event updates their understanding and gives emphasis to certain 

issues such as the importance of discipline and the philosophy of pondok.  Apart from 

general lectures the program  includes a range of activities such as a week of sports 

and arts (pekan olah raga dan seni), a Scout jamboree and camping joined by other 

campuses and other pesantren alumni, quizes (cerdas tangkas), Qur’ānic recitation 

competitions (Arabic: tilawah), gymnastics and drilling. Other activities or events 

include a song and poem-reading festival, which includes plays, pop, classic and 

religious music performances. This Orientation week culminates with a spectacular 

theatre show known as Malam Panggung Gembira (lit. the Night of the Enjoyable 

Stage).  
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8. Language 
 

8.1. The teaching of Arabic and English 
 
Among the 14,000 pesantren that currently exist in Indonesia, Pesantren Gontor is 
characterised by its emphasis on teaching Arabic and English. One of the results is 
that the graduates of Gontor who pursue their tertiary study in the Middle East do not 
encounter any language barrier. On this matter Martin van Bruinessen (2008: 202) 
observes:   
 

Many of the most prestigious and authoritative voices of Indonesian 
Islam have been associated with Ciputat;116 and quite a few of these 
voices received their secondary education at the pesantren of Gontor or 
one of its ‘daughters.’ By its insistence on intellectual discipline and 
active command of Arabic and English, Gontor opened up windows to 
the world outside Indonesia.  
 

 

After conducting his research at Gontor in 1964 Lance Castles (1965: 32) also noted 

Gontor’s emphasis on teaching Arabic and English: 

This emphasis is said to date from the time in the 1920's when an Islamic 
congress was to be held; however it was found impossible to find an 
Indonesian delegate fluent in English and Arabic, the two languages of 
the congress. Consequently, the Gontor system, instead of the teacher 
reading Arabic passages and then translating and explaining them in 
Indonesian and Javanese, an active command of Arabic is insisted upon, 
and from the second year Arabic is the sole language of instruction for 
religious subjects. After six months in the pondok, boys are forbidden to 
use Indonesian languages for conversation. They must speak Arabic or 
English among themselves.  

When asked why the Gontor alumni can have a different view of Islam, Imam 

Zarkasyi made the following remark (Noer in Wiryosukarto 1996: 642-43):            

Gontor does not conduct indoctrination. The teaching of Islam is 
delivered as it is, including the controversial issues (masalah 

khilafiyah) between traditionalists and modernists.  Therefore in 
Gontor we have students from NU [traditionalists] and from 
Muhammadiyah [modernists], and it is up to the individual to 
determine his personal view. Knowledge is only a means, including 
Arabic and English to which we have paid our attention. Santri are 
obliged to use the two languages every day.  

                                                 
116 Ciputat is a suburb of Jakarta where the State Institute of Islamic Studies (IAIN) Syarif 
Hidayuatullah is based. It is one of the most prominent Islamic Institutes in Indonesia, now known as 
UIN (Universitas Islam Negeri).  
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8.2. Central Language Enforcement: 

Gontor is known for its great attention to mastering Arabic and English and has 

allocated Arabic and English study a top priority in its curriculum. On the campus the 

new santri have to speak either Arabic or English in their daily conversations in the 

second half of their first year of study. Speaking in Indonesian or any local language 

is considered as an offence and subject to penalty. A Mah.kamah al-Lughah 

(Language Court) was established to deal with those who speak a language other than 

Arabic or English. Informants listen for those who do so. The offenders’ names are 

then announced on the microphone at the grand mosque after Maghrib (sunset) prayer 

in front of congregation, where they are summoned to the Language Court. The 

penalty can vary from recitation of the Qur’ān in the teacher’s office, cleaning a 

classroom, to writing a certain number of Arabic/English vocabularies. 

 Among the tasks of the Central Language Enforcement is to establish the discipline 

among the santri in using Arabic and English in their daily conversations and to 

improve their standard in these two languages. Several activities include: 

- Supervising and guiding the language clubs (groups of discussion) 

- Conducting a quiz competition between those clubs 

- Supervising the weekly conversation practice 

- Conducting dramas in both languages 

- Conducting annual competition between ‘Wall Magazines’ published in each  

   Branch of the OPPM, in Arabic and English 

- Conducting competitions in poem reading 

 

8.3. Arabic Language 

The effort to upgrade the quality of education in pesantren has been taking place 

throughout the history of pesantren in Indonesia. One of these efforts is through the 

introduction of the teaching of foreign languages. One of the Gontor’s founders, 
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Imam Zarkasyi said: “Language is a key to knowledge. If you want to acquire 

knowledge you have to master the language. No one can deny that Arabic is the key 

to acquire Islamic studies just as English is the key to master general knowledge” 

(Kumpulan Pidato 2003: 21). Fadli, one of the current Arabic teachers similarly 

argues that Arabic is meant for santri to have a strong basis to study religion since the 

basics of Islamic jurisprudence are in Arabic, while English is a tool to study general 

knowledge (Fadli, in Astuti  2006: 1).  

A brochure published at Gontor gave reasons for the importance of teaching the 

Arabic language   (Gontor Short Description, 1960: 16):   

It is an undeniable fact that the language of Al-Qur’an or the Arabic 
language is, from the Muslim’s point of view, superior to other 
languages of the world. The Arabic language is an absolute requirement 
for understanding Islam, especially for those who want to acquire a 
broad and intensive knowledge of Islamic theology. Arabic is also a 
living language spoken by many millions of people, and is one of the 
official languages of the United Nations. It is one of the actively living 
languages of the 20th century and is capable of becoming a medium of 
universal culture  

 The emphasis on teaching the Arabic language at Gontor can be seen in the timetable 

which shows the number of hours the subject is taught weekly from the first to the 

sixth year (see Table I and Appendix II).117 The Table shows that in the first year, the 

component of Arabic language occupies fourteen out of forty-one hours a week.   

Santri learn Arabic in the classroom fourteen times a week (six days): nine times 

under the title Al-Inshā’ wa Tamriīn al-Lughah ( P�� Composition and   ا� �aء و ef�m> ا9

Language exercise) and five times a week under different titles: al-Mah.fāz.āt al-

‘Arabiyyah (P`of?9ت ا��is8�9ا Collections of Arabic Wise-sayings), al-Imlā’ (Dictation 

of Arabic script) and Arabic Calligraphy, once a week for each subject and al-

Mut.āla‘ah al-‘Arabiyyah   ( P`of?9ا P?9�g�9ا Arabic reading) twice a week. In the 

                                                 

117 On his assessment of the teaching of Arabic at Gontor Lance Castles (1965: 15) poses the following 
question:  “Is the emphasis on Arabic excessive?” His answer is as follows:  “Not if one remembers 
that in the priestless world of Islam Gontor is acting as a seminary or theological school. A thorough 
knowledge of Islam undoubtedly requires facility in Arabic, and if Indonesia is to be a leader in the 
Moslem world (an ambition to which many Indonesians now give expression), a more active command 
of it will be needed than is usual at present.” 
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subsequent years, from year two to year six, all religious subjects such as Us.ūl al-Dīn 

( �iل اe79> ا   Theology), Fiqh    (°±²tا Jurisprudence) and Islamic History are delivered 

in Arabic as the medium of instruction.  

8.4. English Language 

The founders of Gontor acknowledged the importance of English as the key to general 

or secular knowledge and as the main means of communication between people on an 

international level in both formal and informal fora. A booklet published at Gontor 

states the following (Short Description 1960: 16): 

The other foreign language taught at Pondok Modern Gontor is 
English, because it is a very important medium of international 
communication. It is the most widely spoken language in the world 
today, and is also one of the official languages of the United Nations. It 
must be admitted, too, that English is a key to the world of science, 
because it is the usual medium of scientific discussions.    

Concluding his research on English teaching at Gontor, Muhammad Farkhan (2008: 

1) noted the following: 

As a boarding school Pesantren Gontor has already developed a unique 
model of English teaching. It provides both formal and informal 
language environment. Formally Gontor adopts and synthesizes very 
up-to-date language theories and language learning theories as the 
basis for conducting teaching and learning activities. Informally, 
Gontor creates a conducive environment where the learners are 
enforced to use English as their everyday communication. Wherever 
and whenever they go or stay on campus, they have to speak English.   

Teaching English, like any other language cannot be conducted in a better way 

without paying attention to supporting elements such as methodology and language 

environment, he argued.  

At the end of his research Farchan noted that Gontor is an educational institution with 

hostel facilities that develops a Systematic Teaching of English (Pengajaran Bahasa 

Inggris Terpadu). Apart from conducting formal learning activities in the classroom 

Gontor also provides an informal language environment where santri gain experience 

through practicing the language in their normal daily life. He concludes his report by 

looking at aspects of the Gontor Model that are different from other models in 

teaching English: 
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1. The systematic English teaching method at Gontor is based on a theory of 

necessary function and interaction which is executed by learning English 

through cognition, behavior and humanism.    

2. The main aim of the systemized English teaching at Gontor is to develop 

communication ability among santri through the creation of a silabus 

penekanan beragam (syllabus stressing diversity). To achieve this Gontor 

develops various learning activities using different materials so that santri who 

are supposed to have an active role will gain more experience in practicing 

English. 

3. The process of English teaching in the classroom is diversified into three 

categories: preparatory, delivery and evaluation activities. 

4. The created language environment is a key to the success of Gontor in 

conducting synchronized English teaching. Santri do not have an opportunity 

to speak in other than two official languages, Arabic and English.   
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Table I: Timetable of the Subjects Taught 

 
                                                Year 

Subject First Second Third Fourth Fifth Sixth 
Al-Qur’ān 2 2 2 2 2 2 
Qur’ānic exegesis  1 1 1 1 1  
H.adīth 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Principles of H.adīth - - - - 1 1 

Theology 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Islamic Jurisprudence 2 3 2 2 2 2 
Principles of Jurisprudence - - 2 2 2 2 
Rules of Qur’ānic recitation 1 1 - - - - 
Laws of Inheritance - - 1 - - - 
Islamic History 2 2 1 1 - - 
History of Islamic Civilization - - - - 1 1 
Religions, Groups and Sects  - - - - 1 1 
Qur’ānic Translation - 1 2 1 1 1 
The collections of wise-saying 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Arabic Dictation 1 1 1 1 - - 
Composition & Language drill 9 3 3 2 2 2 
Arabic reading 2 4 3 4 4 2 
Arabic script 1 1 1 1 - - 
Arabic Grammar & Syntax - 5 4 3 3 3 
Rhetoric - - - 1 1 1 
History of Arabic Literature -      - - - 1 1 

Arithmetic 3 2 1 - - - 
Physics 2 2 2 2 1 1 
Mathematics 3 3 3 4 4 2 
Health Maintenance - 1 - -      -     - 
Zoology  1 - - - - - 
Geography 2 2 1 1 1 1 
Education - - 1 2 3 3 
Basics of Psychology - - - - 1 1 
Logics and Philosophy - - - - - 1 
History of Indonesia  1 1 1 1 - - 
General History - - 1 1 1 1 
National Education - - -       1 2 1 
Biology - - - - - 1 
Practical Education - - - - - 1 
Indonesian Language 1 1 1 1 1 1 
English Language, 
Composition & Grammar 

4 3 3 2 2 3 

Total 41 41 41 41 41 41 
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9. Curriculum Development 
 

9.1. The Early Period of Establishment. 

The establishment of Gontor in 1926 as an institution saw the emergence and 

establishment of a pesantren that sought to encompass secular and religious studies. 

It was not until 10 years later, in 1936, that the KMI was established, upon the 

arrival of Imam Zarkasyi. During the first decade of its establishment, Gontor 

embarked on a nine-year plan in three phases. The first phase, namely the first three 

years of the nine-year plan (1926-1929: to spread to right and left) saw the use of 

Javanese as the medium of instruction; the number of santri reached 300. No fees 

were sought for their tuition and quite often other material needs were also supplied. 

 

The second phase of the first nine years (1929-1932: focused on community and 

increasing study level) saw an increase in the level of attention from the surrounding 

community. Ahmad Sahal became more determined and dedicated after seeing 

significant levels of success in such a short period.  The static and passive nature of 

learning and knowledge could continue no longer. A concept of extracting wisdom 

from the prevailing predicament was encompassed. It was here that underlying 

values began to be formed which would in turn impact on the Gontor experience. 

Due to an increasingly vocal and active manner of learning and education, the 

Dutch colonial rulers used their powers to indiscriminately incarcerate those 

unilaterally deemed to be persons posing a danger to the colony (Sejarah Gontor, 

Vol. I 1960: 44). As Gontor was still in its infancy, the teaching staff used to learn 

in the evening at Kulliyatul Muballigien Gontor, and then teach in the morning at 

Gontor. During this time, there were five groupings of Tarbiyatul Athfal (T.A.) in 

various villages, and by the end of this period there were at least 75 teachers who 

were teaching as graduates of Muballighien Gontor.   

 

In the third phase of the first nine years (1932-1935: strive to prepare Gontor as an 

instrument and place for education) the number of santri reached 500. All was 

progressing well, although there remained a matter that concerned the founders – 

as yet there were no school buildings. Lessons were held in the houses of kyai, in 

mosques or other public areas, and even under the shade of large trees in the open.  
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In 1932, the Sullamul Muta’allimien was established as an institution to follow 

completion of TA (Tarbiyatul Athfal). Courses offered at SM (Sullamul 

Muta‘allimien) were broader and presented in more depth than those previously 

studied at TA, including discussion of the Qur’ān, the h.adīth of the Prophet, and 

their meanings and interpretation. It was at SM that santri also learnt and rehearsed 

public speaking, so that they were effectively equipped with “modern weapons and 

not left behind the times” (Sejarah Gontor Vol. I: 44). Towards the end of the third 

three-year phase, the formation of a number of different clubs and organizations 

took place within Gontor.  

 

By the end of the nine year-plan, at the ten-year anniversary in 1936, and  after the 

return of Imam Zarkasyi, from his study and teaching experiences in Sumatera, the 

new school named Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah (K.M.I.)/ Teachers’ 

Training College was established. The use of the Direct Method in teaching Arabic 

and English was adapted as one of the main features of this school and the 

community witnessed the beginning of the ‘Pondok Modern’ with Imam Zarkasyi 

as its main architect. The development of the Gontor curriculum in the following 

era after establishment of K.M.I. will be highlighted in this chapter. 

 

 9.2. Institut Studi Islam Darrussalam (ISID) 

 On the 17th of November 1963 Gontor set up a higher institution called Institut Studi 

Islam Darussalam/I.S.I.D. (Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies). Today the 

Institute includes 3 faculties: 1. Faculty of Education that has 2 schools: Islamic 

Education and Arabic Studies, 2. The Faculty of Theology that covers 2 schools: The 

Comparative Study of Religion and Philosophy, and 3. The Faculty of Shari‘ah 

(Islamic Law) that includes Comparative Mazhab and Law and Management and 

Islamic Finance Institutions. Zarkasyi (2005:120) notes that what makes ISID 

different from other universities in general is that it is a pesantren university, where 

all santri live on campus. He further asserts that the educational system at this 

university gives priority to the development of a dimension of academic studies 
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combined with a pesantren educational system which emphasizes moral and spiritual 

development. 118    

9.3. Contemporary Curriculum of Gontor 

Since 1994, there have been many changes in the subjects taught at Gontor. Unlike 

the past, the secular subjects now taught and the books that are used are similar to 

those at government schools119 (Din Wahid 2006: 76). Gontor is now aware, according 

to one of the teachers, that to embrace change and development it is essential to keep 

Gontor up-to-date and to match what is happening elsewhere (Interview Nurhadi 

Ihsan 25/4/2002). This undoubtedly represents a fundamental change in Gontor’s 

operational system, as in the past during the Trimurti era Gontor tended to stick to the 

old curriculum. As the Center for Educational Research and Innovation of the 

OECD120 reports in “Making the Curriculum Work” (1998: 50), a basis for curriculum 

reform must emphasize the rapidly changing social context, the place of individuals in 

schooling, the goal of lifelong learning, and the difficulties that arise in the course of 

implementation. It is generally encouraging that reform is possible in societies that 

both recognize an urgent need and secure popular support for it.  

Gontor also emphasizes teaching the santri to be motivated to develop their talent and 

skills through activities that are managed by the students’ association.   This 

association has 20 sections, five of which are dedicated to educational skills and 

training which include the arts, music, sport, photography and vocational education. 

The Vocational Education section coordinates courses as diverse as shirt printing and 

Indonesian ketchup production. The Arts department is responsible for organizing 

courses in subjects such as playing guitar, drama and the art of self-defence, while 
                                                 
118  Due to the limited scope of this study it is not my intention to detail the curriculum of the Institute. 
 
119  Since the establishment of KMI in 1936, secular subjects taught and books used were similar to 
those at KMI in Padang Panjang, which were different from government schools.  
 
120 The Center was established in June 1968 by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development) whose membership includes most of European countries, USA, Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, Japan and other developed countries.  The main objectives of the Center’s establishment 
were 1) to analyse and develop research, innovation and key indicators in current and emerging 
education and learning issues, and their links to other sectors of policy. 2) to explore forward-looking 
coherent approaches to education and learning in the context of national and international cultural, 
social and economic change, and 3) to facilitate practical co-operation among member countries and, 
where relevant, with non-member countries, in order to seek solutions and exchange views of 
educational problems of common interest (OECD Report 1998:  2).  
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sport activities such as football, badminton, table tennis, volley ball and basketball are 

similarly coordinated by Sports Department.  

 

9.4. Towards Building an Independent Mind 

An important point with regard to the curriculum, which needs to be underlined in this 

discussion, is that the Gontor curriculum was inspired and guided by the values, 

philosophies, vision and mission of its three founders.  This is evident in the way 

some subjects are taught, such as Fiqh (Jurisprudence), Us.ūl al-Fiqh (Principles of 

Jurisprudence) and the Comparative Study of Religion.  The hand-book used and the 

method employed in teaching these subjects aim at directing the santri to be open 

minded, critical, tolerant, and pluralist (Wahid 2006: 77). 

 

For example, after the santri have acquired enough basic knowledge in Fiqh from 

their study of the subject over year one to year four, they are taught the comparative 

study of Fiqh in years five and six using a hand-book called Bidāyat al-Mujtahid 121 

( O�9ا Pe7اo7�l  “The Distinguished Jurist's Primer”), written by the famous scholar Ibn 

Rushd. The book provides good exercises for a santri to become a mujtahid, where 

the opinions of different madhhabs (schools of law) are exposed on a particular issue 

after giving evidence from the Qur’ān and the Sunnah. The santri are asked to analyze 

and criticize the opinion of each madhhab, to find the strength and weakness of each 

opinion. At the end, each santri has to express his view and his own opinion on the 

matter by giving reason and evidence.122  

As part of the preparation for santri to engage in this exercise they are taught subjects 

that pave the way for what they will face in the following years. In year four they are 

                                                 
121 Bidāyat al-Mujtahid literally means “the beginning of (becoming) a mujtahid.” A mujtahid is one 
who has the ability to conduct ijtihad, i.e. independent judgment on a legal question, based upon the 
interpretation and application of the the Qur’an and the Sunnah (Samad in “Ibn Hazm’s Concept of 
Ijma”, MA Thesis, Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill University, Montreal, (1978:103). 
 
122 The emphasis here is on the question: “ma ra’yuka” ( �e؟=�رأ . “What is your opinion?”) and not 
 The imam here refers to the .(”?Ma ra’yu al- imam?”  “What is the opinion of the imam“) =�رأي ا�=�م؟ “
founders of one of the four schools of law: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i and Hanbali, namely, Abu Hanifah 
(80/699- 150/767), Malik ibn Anas (93/711-179/79), Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi’i (150/767-
206/820) and Ahmad ibn Hanbal (164/780 - 241/855). By going through this exercise, the student will 
broaden his/her views and understand why other people do things differently. It instills and strengthens 
the spirit of tolerance (Ar.  tasamuh), which is the opposite of fanaticism (Ar. ta’assub). The main 
feature of ta’assub is one’s attitude that his/her opinion is the only one which is right and acceptable, 
and the rest are wrong; while the main characteristic of tasamuh is one’s attitude in respecting the 
views of others, although believing and holding up his/her own opinion.      
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taught the subject of H.adīth using the book of Bulūgh al-Marām (امf�9غ اi�o lit. “The 

Attainment of the Objective”) written by Al-Hafiz Ibn Hajar Al-Asqalani. The book is 

a collection of selected h.adīth especially dealing with Fiqh. By learning h.adīth from 

this book, santri are equipped with necessary knowledge to analyse the opinions of 

the different Imams, the leaders of four madhhab, based on the evidence from the 

sound contradicting h.adīths. Other than teaching H.adīth using the book of Bulūgh al-

Marām, santri become equipped with the knowledge of Mus.t.alah. al- H.adīth 

(Classification of H.adīth).123  This subject provides santri with the supporting 

elements to determine whether a h.adīth is strong, reliable or weak, and whether it is 

relevant to the topic in discussion.  

 9.5. Research and Development of KMI  

As part of the implementation of the curriculum at Gontor the KMI established a 

Research and Development Section that has embarked on two important steps to 

upgrade the quality of teaching (Wardun 2008: 3-4): 

a.       Increasing the collection of literature especially for use by the teachers. The variety 

of books and other literature available to teachers related to their subjects enriches 

and broadens their outlook. Imam Badri, the former Director of the KMI, suggested 

that the ideal teacher is one who masters his/her subject (interview 22 April 2002). 

b.   Reviewing the Handbooks: A regular review of the hand-books used at KMI is 

undertaken with a view to continue use to revise it or replace it. As part of efforts to 

increase the quality of the curriculum, in 2008 the Research and Development 

Section reviewed five books to be used as handbooks: 1. The principle of Islamic 

Jurisprudence for year three, 2. Geography for year three, 3. Tajwid (Rule on 

Qur’ānic recitation) for year one, 4. Rhetoric for year four and 5. Education for 

                                                 
123 Mustalah al-H.adīth (lit. “the technical term applied to a particular hadīth according to its 
classification”)  is a subject dealing with the hadīth based on its authority, ( e.g. the Prophet, a 
Companion, or a Successor), its isnād (chain of transmitters, i.e., whether its report is interrupted or 
uninterrupted),  the number of its reporters in each state of the isnād, and the manner in which the 
hadīth  has been reported, such as using the words ‘an ("on the authority of"), haddathanā ("he 
narrated to us"), akhbaranā ("he informed us") or sami‘tu ("I heard"). It also studies the matn (texts) of 
hadīth. 
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years three and four. In the same year this Section has also revised 2 books: Usul al 

Fiqh (Jurisprudence) for year three and Balaghah (Rhetoric) for year four.  

10. Assessment & Outcomes 
 
Beacher and Maclure (1978: 130) argue that all manner of activities are to be 

evaluated by formal and informal means. Within education itself, one familiar type of 

formal evaluation of the individual student is through traditional examination, where 

the school as a whole is evaluated on a regular basis. Assessment practices can exert 

powerful influence on teaching, on the curriculum and on school ethos and 

organization. It follows that assessment policies should not be seen in isolation from 

policies for curriculum reform and teacher development (OECD/CERI 1998: 61). 

Moreover, as John Nisbet noted in Curriculum Reform – Assessment in Question 

(OECD/CERI 1993) “assessment systems show a remarkable resistance to change”. 

Any proposal for reform depends on changing public and professional attitudes and 

assumption about the functions of examinations and the nature of ability OECD/CERI 

1998: 61). 

 In relation to Gontor’s curriculum, assessments are conducted on a regular basis, for 

santri and teachers alike (Wardun 2008: 1-8): 

a. Student’s assessment:  

Class allocation for students. Students are allocated to their classes and ranked 

based on the result of their yearly exam. For students in year one, allocation is 

based on the result of the Admission Test conducted at the beginning the year i.e. 

1A, 1B, 1C; 2A, 2B, 2C etc. 

Daily and weekly assessments in the form of “Exercises and Home work” are 

regularly conducted where santri are given tasks in a certain subject and the 

teacher assesses these on the same day or on the following day/s. 

Half Yearly/End of Semester Exam. Twice a year, at the end of each semester, 

examinations are conducted to assess students’ performance in all subjects taught. 

Students are given a report to demonstrate their performance. While results of the 

first semester’s assessment are used mainly to evaluate students’ performance 
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during their initial six months, the results of the second semester will directly 

determine the santri’s position in the following year. 

At the end of year six, a comprehensive, final exam is conducted to assess 

students’ performance during their study at KMI. 

 b. Teacher’s qualification and performance: 

Gontor is very assertive on the importance that teachers play in implementing the 

curriculum as stated in the motto: “methodology is more important than the 

subject and the teacher is more important than the methodology; but the most 

important thing is the spirit of the teacher” [metode itu lebih penting dari pada 

materi, dan guru lebih penting dari pada metode, tapi yang paling penting adalah 

jiwa pengajar itu sendiri] (Ismail 2008: 6). Steps are undertaken at Gontor to 

improve and increase the performance of the teachers to ensure that the 

curriculum is managed and executed in accordance with the plan to achieve its 

objectives: 

•        Qualification: Teachers at Gontor are graduates of the KMI at least along 

with graduates from ISID and other universities in Indonesia and abroad. 

These include University of Gajah Mada (UGM), Indonesian Islamic 

University (UII), State Institute of Islamic Studies (UIN), ‘Islamic 

University of Medina’, ‘al-Azhar University of Cairo’, the International 

Islamic University in Kuala Lumpur and Islamabad, Punjab University of 

Punjab, Milla University of New Delhi and Manchester University. Some 

have MA degrees and some PhD degrees. They are classified as Junior, 

Semi- Senior and Senior Teachers. 124  

•       Regular steps are taken to improve and enhance teacher’s quality and 

performances, such as: 

o Supervision of the teaching preparation process. The English edition of 

Wardun (2008: 1) suggests that teaching preparation is a vital tool for 

                                                 
124 See the plan of Caderisation in Chapter Five, where Gontor sends its Cadres to further their study at 
various Universities in Indonesia and abroad. 
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every teacher. It must be recorded in a special notebook that has to be 

verified and signed by a senior teacher. The records’ details cover 

writing accuracy, contents’ validity and word usage, as well as the 

materials to be presented to the students in the classroom. 

o Teaching evaluation. This is a natural follow-up-step to teaching 

preparation to ensure the quality of learning and teaching. The 

evaluation is conducted and supervised by competent senior teachers in 

their subject.  

o  Senior teacher supervision. There are certain subjects that need special 

attention in teaching, such as Arabic composition, morphology and 

language drill.  To ensure that teachers of these subjects succeed in 

giving santri the language skills required, they are assisted by senior 

teachers who in turn report to the principals on progress achieved. 

o Teachers training and direction. This takes place on a regular basis for 

teachers in subjects that need further deepening and enriching. This 

includes Us.ūl al-Fiqh for year three Intensive Class125 and year four of 

the Regular Class, Balāghah for years three Intensive Class and four, 

Islamic History for years three Intensive Class and four, Tafsīr for 

years three Intensive Class and four, Arabic reading and History of 

Islamic Civilisation for year five.  

 The operational structure of Kulliyatul Mu’allimien Al-Islamiyah (KMI) is illustrated 

in the Chart of Organisational Structure of KMI on the following page.  

 

                                                 
125  “Intensive Class” is a class designed for the graduates of High School (SMU) where students are 
taught more religious subjects and less secular subjects in the first two years (year one and year two). 
In their first year, they are taught religious subjects and some secular subjects of year one and two of 
the normal class, while in their second year they are taught religious subjects and some secular subjects 
of year two of the of normal class. After spending two years, the students of the Intensive Class will 
join the normal class in year five and six. By this arrangement the graduates of High School will finish 
their study at KMI Gontor in only four years, compared to the normal students, the graduates of 
Primary School who have to spend six years to finish their study.  
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CHART OF ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE OF KMI 

Kulliyatul Mu’allimien al-Islamiyah (K.M.I.) 

 Islamic Teachers Training College (I.T.T.C) 

Director 
 

Vice Director 
 

Vice Director 

Learning and Teaching Process 
Curriculum Research and 

Development 

Teachers Career Development Library 

Equipment Laboratorium 

Administration 
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Conclusion 
 
There are three aspects that lead to the continuation and consistency of Gontor: its 

values, system and subject matter. The first aspect is that the pondok’s values reflect 

its very nature. The second aspect is its fully disciplined boarding-house system that 

assists the formation of the tripusat (three central) avenues of education: formal 

education at school, informal education in the family, and non-formal education in the 

community. The third aspect is that its curriculum represents the combination between 

revealed and acquired knowledge (religious and secular subjects) leading to the 

integration of various branches of knowledge. Moreover, in the process of the 

development of education, Gontor prioritizes the main objectives of the pesantren, 

namely, al-tafaqquh fi’d-dīn ( slـ�c �� اe79ـ>ـا9 ) to occupy oneself with the acquisition of 

knowledge in religion), putting forward so-called uswatun h.asanah (good example), 

moral education, good attitude, and discipline in order to produce intellectual ‘ulamā’ 

and community leaders by applying an effective and efficient system of education. 

 
Understanding this unique curriculum assists us to comprehend why Gontor is 

different from other pesantren and what elements contribute to these differences. It 

sheds light on a key question of this thesis: what factors contribute to the success of 

Pesantren Gontor in producing alumni who play major roles in the making of a 

successful prominent santri in Indonesia. The last question this thesis seeks to 

examine is who makes up this group. This question will be examined in the following 

chapter of this thesis.   
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Chapter Seven 

 

PESANTREN GONTOR AND THE CREATION OF  
A PROMINENT SANTRI NETWORK 

 

We acknowledge that the alumni of Pesantren Gontor have their own attitudes 

and thoughts. Prof Din Syamsuddin leads Muhammadiyah, thank God, Hasyim 

Muzadi leads Nahdlatul Ulama. The two are the largest and most famous 

organizations in this country. The leader of the Council of People’s Assembly 

(MPR), who was just mentioned, is Dr Hidayat Nurwahid. The previous leader of 

the Assembly Dr Idham Chalid was also an alumnus from here (Gontor); two of 

the MPR leaders originated from Gontor. The late Chak Nur, i.e. my colleague 

Prof Nurcholish Madjid, the famous Muslim thinker and intellectual, is also 

from this pesantren. Do not forget Mr Muhamad Maftuh Basyuni, our Minister 

of Religious Affairs today, is also a graduate of Pesantren Gontor.   I hope in the 

future, I and all of us are waiting for the appearance of more alumni of this 

pesantren to play their roles at the national and international level. Hopefully, we 

will accomplish this, God willing. 

 

(President Dr Susilo B. Yudoyono at the 80th anniversary of Gontor 28 May 2006). 
 

 
 

Introduction: 

Discussion of the important elements of the Gontor Model in previous chapters that 

have discussed its historical background and development, the vision and innovation 

of its founders, the reforms of its leadership and management system, and its adaption 

of the 24hour curriculum all provide a basis for understanding the unique character of 

this pesantren. As the analysis has made clear, Pesantren Gontor has pioneered an 

integrated system of pesantren and madrasah; the result has been a capacity to 

produce and empower alumni who constitute an influential component of a prominent 

santri network within the Indonesian community.  

 

This chapter focuses on the features of the Gontor Model that have contributed to the 

creation of prominent santri network:  

• The creation of an Alumni Association  and the continuing development of its 

national and international chapters 

• The strength and influence of its Alumni network 

• Central attention  given to individual alumni in all walks of life  
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The first section of this chapter analyses the emergence and growth of prominent 

santri. Additionally it will analyse the historical context in regards to contributions to 

the santri middle class in the early 1900s. This analysis identifies education as another 

source of the emergence of this group in addition to economic factors. 

 

The second section looks at the association of Gontor alumni (IKPM) and Pesantren 

Alumni. It starts with the background of the establishment of the IKPM and its aims 

and role as a network for alumni as prominent santri.  It looks into the various 

pesantren that were established by Gontor alumni (known as Pesantren Alumni) and 

investigates how closely they are related to Gontor and how far those pesantren 

follow Gontor as their model. 

 

The third section elaborates the continuing development of the Alumni network and 

the strength of this network.  It looks at the continued networking which has played a 

significant force in Gontor’s contribution to the creation of a prominent santri group 

within the Indonesian society.  

 

The fourth section of this chapter looks at the Gontor alumni themselves and their 

roles in different walks of life. It illustrates the variety of the alumni’s role to politics, 

academia, socio-religious life, diplomacy, education and business. The presence of 

Gontor alumni in key positions in such a variety of national fields suggests that this 

pesantren has contributed significantly in the creation of a prominent santri group in 

modern Indonesia. The list of prominent Gontor alumni given in this chapter and in 

the appendix actually covers only a very small number of this numerous and diverse 

group.   

 

1. The Emergence and Growth of Prominent Santri  

The term ‘prominent santri’ used in this chapter refers specifically to graduates of 

Gontor who form an important and articulate component of the Indonesian Muslim 

middle-class. It is the argument of this thesis that such prominent santri are of 

particularly relevant to Indonesian society because of the critical leadership role that 
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they play within the Muslim community and where they are able to articulate the 

teachings of Islam.126 

 

The history of the emergence of a santri middle class in Indonesia has shown a steady 

and significant increase over time.  Apart from the influence of the economy, one of 

the facts related to this growth is the important role of educational institutions, as one 

of the sources of the creation of the Muslim society. Among these educational 

institutions, the role of pesantren is significant as the historian Kartodirdjo (1973: 42) 

noted several decades ago: 

 

The santri were considered a dynamic group within Indonesian 
society. Their endeavor to establish and maintain pondok pesantren 
is one of obvious efforts in preserving the Islamic tradition and 
culture especially among the rural community. Those pesantren were 
established and led by Kyai, and they also produce new Islamic 
leaders who play significant role as Santri middle class as 
economically they are above average in their towns. During the era 
of colonialism pesantren were known for their strong opposition to 
the Dutch colony.  The religious awareness in the nineteenth century 
increased and emerged as an anti-colonial movement simultaneously 
with other rural movements in many parts of the archipelago.   
 
 

 
In reality the Muslim middle-class started to emerge at the beginning of the twentieth 

century when Muslim traders joined force under the Sarikat Islam in 1911. Through 

trade this group became a political force in pursuing the interest of the indigenous, not 

only the Muslims to get their political rights. (Ibid: 7). At the same time, around 1925-

1930s, the educational sector emerged as a new related phenomenon. 

Muhammadiyah, NU, Al-Irsyad, Tawalib in West Sumatra and later on Pesantren 

Gontor in Ponorogo invented a new character for Indonesian Islam through education.  

Here it is essential to examine the contribution of Pesantren Gontor. 127 

                                                 
126 The Qur’anic evidence cited in this regard is generally from Chapter 49: 13: “O mankind we have 
created you from male and female (Adam and Eve) and made you into nations and tribes that you may 
know one another. Indeed the most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you. 
Allah is the Knowing and Acquainted.” 
 
127. Works on the Santri middle class, referred to by different names among various authors such as 
Geertz (1950), Wertheim (1956), Nakamura (1976), Kuntowidojo (1985), Schwarz (1994), Hefner 
(1993) and Latif (2004) to mention some, depict a steady increase in this group from before 
independence until today. They also indicate the strong role of pesantren in producing this group and 
creating a network among them. 
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From Sarekat Dagang to Sarekat Islam in the early history of Indonesia and later on 

ICMI (Ikatan Cendikiawan Muslim Indonesia) in the modern Indonesia, santri have 

created organizations that have provided networks among themselves. ven before the 

founding of the organisation ICMI, santri organisations had already been formed 

withsimilar missions and visions. These organisations were generally established for 

specialised purposes, mainly as points of contact and network among graduates of 

particular Islamic learning institutions or pesantrens. The main aim of such networks 

was to promote the knowledge gained in their respective pesantrens. Among such 

network organisation was one formed by graduates of Gontor called Ikatan Keluarga 

Pondok Modern (IKPM) Gontor. This organisation, as will be elaborated in this 

chapter, was not meant just for graduates but involved a wider network. In fact its 

function was in some ways similar to a nationally orientated organisation such ICMI. 

 

2. Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern (IKPM) and Pesantren of  
          Alumni: The Family Association of Pesantren Gontor and  
          Pesantren of the Gontor Alumni 
 

 2.1. Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern (IKPM) 

In 1949, in the city of Yogyakarta, the alumni of Pesantren Gontor formed an 

association called The Family Association of Pondok Modern (Ikatan Keluarga 

Pondok Modern/IKPM) Gontor. The members of the association were former 

students, alumni and donors of Pesantren Gontor (By-law IKPM: Chapter 2 Clauses 7 

& 8). The Central Board of the association was based at Yogyakarta, where the 

organisation was set up.  

 

The idea to form this body came when some alumni of Gontor attended a National 

Congress of Indonesian Muslims (Kongres Muslimin Indonesia) in Yogyakarta in 

January 1950. Due to transportation problems Kyai Zarkasyi, who attended the 

Congress, went to Yogyakarta via Surabaya, where he met some alumni of Gontor 

from Kalimantan and other parts of East Java who were also on their way to the 

Congress. At this Congress there were many alumni of Gontor who came as delegates 

representing different organisations from different parts of Indonesia, and they agreed 

to form an alumni association.  The official launch of the organisation took place 
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about a year later in Gontor during the celebration of the “Quarter Century 

Anniversary” (Peringatan Seperempat Abad) of Pesantren Gontor on the 27th October 

1951. 

 

One of the objectives of the association was to maintain the relationship based on 

Ukhuwah Islamiyah (Islamic brotherhood) among alumni members and between them 

and their alma mater, Pesantren Gontor. Since its establishment this organisation has 

played a significant role in bringing the alumni together, the santri and their parents in 

supporting Pesantren Gontor, morally and financially. Kafrawi Ridwan, one of the 

Gontor alumni, has described this close relationship between the Gontor alumni and 

their alma mater:  

 

Like the alumni of Gontor in general, after graduation it does not 
mean that the relationship with the pesantren has ended, as in the 
case of the graduates of other formal schools. The education of 
Pesantren Gontor leaves a strong effect on its alumni. The pondok 
becomes a second home after the parent’s own home. So much so 
that the Kyai is a second parent after one’s parent”. (Kafrawi 
Ridwan, interview on 2 October 2005).  

 

The association has enhanced the work of alumni members who established pesantren 

similar to that of Pesantren Gontor. It has also strengthened the relationship among 

alumni scattered all over the country and overseas through regular meetings and 

annual conferences. Although geographically separated, a strong spiritual bond 

(hubungan batin) is maintained between them.  One piece of advice given by Kyai 

Ahmad Sahal to his santri was:  “My students, be the binding glue for the Muslim 

Ummah.” (Jadilah anak-anakku sebagai Perekat Ummat). 

 

A Gontor alumnus who lives in Surakarta, working as a Judge at a Religious High 

Court (Pengadilan Tinggi Agama) of Central Java in Surakarta said to me: “After 

graduating from Gontor I went to two educational institutions, in pesantren tradition 

in Krapyak, Yogyakarta and continued my tertiary education at State Institute of 

Islamic Studies (I.A.I.N.) in Yogyakarta where I obtained my university degree. I 

spent 7 years in both institutions after studying 6 years at Gontor. I would like to be 

honest when making this statement, that the contribution of Gontor toward my 

personal formation  (pembentukan diri pribadi saya) is much deeper, and I feel having 
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a much stronger internal relation between myself and Gontor then to the other two 

institutions”  (Interview in April 2004). 

 

Members of the IKPM are scattered across the country and overseas, holding different 

positions in various walks of life: politics at all levels, academia, diplomacy, 

pesantren and other forms of education, in agriculture and in business.  To maintain 

their relationship the members of IKPM meet regularly. These different meetings and 

gatherings include formal meetings, such as annual conferences organised by the 

organisation; occasional meetings and gatherings organized by Pesantren Gontor 

during the celebration of special events and occasional informal gatherings organised 

by the alumni themselves. Thus, for instance, the alumni of 1960-1970s have 

organised gatherings on a few occasions, and the alumni of the Jakarta region have 

also organised gatherings on different occasions. 

  

2.2. The move of the IKPM Headquarters to Gontor 

In 1971 the Headquarters of the Association was transferred from Yogyakarta to 

Gontor. By the end of 2008, the IKPM had more than 160 branches covering most 

parts of Indonesia and 10 branches overseas, in Southeast Asia, the Middle-East and 

Europe, where many alumni live (Wardun 2008:24). This number is constantly 

growing.  

 

Another important role of IKPM is to share responsibility for the future of Pesantren 

Gontor, as stated in the Charter of Transfer of Gontor Wakaf and in the constitution of 

the IKPM (Chapter II, Clause 5 of the IKPM Constitution): 

This organisation aims at: 

a. Strengthening the family relationship and developing unity among the 

Muslim Ummah. 

b. Improving the morals and intelligence of its members in their devotion to 

religion, the nation and the country. 

c. Taking part in responsibility for the continuation of Pesantren Gontor to 

achieve its goal to lift up the religion of Islam, in line with the Charter of 

Transfer of the Endowment of Pondok Modern Gontor dated 12 October 

1958.  
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The IKPM has also established an Association of Entrepreneurs of the Alumni 

(Persatuan Pengusaha Alumni) and a Center for Alumni Information (Pusat 

Informasi Alumni). A few business projects have been undertaken by the alumni 

association, such as an oil-palm plantation in Sumatera and a travel agency in Jakarta. 

Since its establishment the organisation has become a tool for networking amongst the 

alumni and a contact point between them and Pesantren Gontor. The active 

memberships of the IKPM overseas are mostly students who are doing their post 

graduate studies at different universities in different countries. (See List of the IKPM 

Branches in the Appendix 8).     

 

2.3. The Pesantren Alumni 

       (Pesantren of the Gontor Alumni) 
 

The alumni of Gontor, upon completion of their study at Gontor, pursue a range of 

different careers. Some work within the government as teachers or bureaucrats, in the 

private sector such as in business and farming; others continue their study at 

universities in Indonesia or overseas. An important group among these alumni 

establish their own schools or pesantren. Syukri Zarkasyi in his speech at the 70th 

Anniversary of Gontor remarked that in October 1996, there were 135 pesantren in 

Indonesia and three in Thailand that had been established by Gontor alumni applying 

similar systems to that used in Gontor.  By 2007, as Wardun (2008:12) indicated that 

this number had increased to 211 pesantren. Those pesantren maintain regular contact 

with Gontor through various means, such as meetings of their leaders, occasional 

visits by individuals or through students’ excursions, sporting competitions, scout 

camps and other such activities. The coordinating body for this cooperation is called 

The Forum of the Pesantren of the Gontor Alumni (Forum Pesantren Alumni Gontor).  

(See List of the Pesantren Alumni in the Appendix 9).  

 

 Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi made the following comment on the relationship between 

Gontor and Pesantren Alumni (Pidato Peringatan 70 tahun, 10 October 1996): 

 
The founders and leaders of those pesantren have the liberty and 
authority to decide everything about their pesantren without 
intervention from Gontor. But people understand that those pesantren 
are more or less duplicates of Gontor.  Most teachers of those 
pesantren, and in some cases all of them, are graduates of Gontor. 
Before the end of every academic year, Gontor receives requests from 
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those pesantren, and also from other pesantren and Islamic schools, to 
send some of its graduates to be teachers at those pesantren/schools. 
Every year Gontor produces about 1500 graduates, male and female, 
most of them go to universities to continue their study and some 
others enter work fields as teachers and other professions.  By the end 
of 1996, the number of the graduates of Gontor has reached 19,000 
alumni.  

 

Some pesantren use a system and curriculum as applied at Gontor without any 

change; others add the teaching of the classical ‘yellow books’ (kitab kuning) usually 

taught at traditional pesantren; and some others add more general or secular subjects. 

Overall, the educational core is similar to that applied at Gontor. But what really 

matters are the existing contacts and regular consultation through the network that 

exists between those pesantren and Pesantren Gontor.  

 

3. Gontor Alumni’s Network as Prominent Santri  

The “Gontor” Magazine elaborates on the quality of the Gontor alumni in its October 

issue of October 2003 (41): “In regard to the quality of its alumni, Gontor does not 

show off. The criterion is very simple, as an Arabic proverb says: >ــــ�?s ا�9ــ�س أ f`ــ� 

��ــــــــ�س9ـ   [khair-un-nasi anfa’uhum li-n-nas]: The best people are the more 

beneficial among them to (other) people”.  (“Tentang kualitas lulusan, Gontor pun 

tak berpamer muluk-muluk. Kriterianya pun sederhana, ــــــــ�س�� �ــ`f ا�9ــ�س أ s?ــــ�< 9ـ

(khair-un-nasi anfa’uhum li-n-nasi)”.     

 

By the end of 2007 the total number of Gontor alumni had reached more than 22,000 

(Wardun 2008: 23) holding positions in almost every walk of life. This does not 

include graduates of the 221 Pesantren Alumni, a number of whom hold key positions 

in politics, academia, diplomacy, education, law, and business. Together they form 

part of a network of new prominent santri. 128 

 

In his article titled “Divergent Paths from Gontor: Muslim Educational Reform and 

the Travails of Pluralism in Indonesia” Martin van Bruinessen (2008: 17) makes the 

                                                 
128 Graduates of Pesantren Alumni are not members of IKPM. However, as Pesantren Alumni are 
linked under Forum Pesantren Alumni, and the santri of those pesantren maintain regular interaction 
and meetings with Gontor santri (as elaborated earlier in this chapter), a strong relationship is 
maintained between Gontor alumni and the alumni of Pesantren Alumni.   



 213 

following remarks on the variety and quality of Gontor alumni and their place in 

Indonesian Islamic scholarship and intellectual discourse: 

 

‘Liberal’ Muslim intellectuals as well as ‘anti-liberals’ are indebted to 
Gontor for academic rigour and a perspective transcending narrow local 
concerns. More than at any time before, public discourse on Islam in 
Indonesia is dominated by alumni of Gontor.  
 

 
Van Bruinessen further notes that Gontor graduates effectively dominate the current 

landscape of mainstream Indonesian Islam. And just as Gontor’s individual alumni 

can be found across the entire spectrum from ‘fundamentalists’ to ‘liberal’ Muslims, 

the secondary pesantren established by Gontor graduates and inspired by the Gontor 

model also vary considerably from each other. Some of these have acquired fame in 

their own right, such as that of Pabelan, which  pioneered community development 

experiments and the use of ‘appropriate technology,’ or that of Ngruki, renowned as a 

centre of Islamic radicalism (Ibid: 194). 

 

The national prominence of the Gontor alumni network was evident in the period 

leading up to the 2009 presidential elections in Indonesia, where the ‘Gontor 

connection’ had a significant part to play. According to R. Ferdian Andi (2008: 1), in 

his article “Koneksi Gontor Incar RI-2” (Gontor Connection aims at the position of 

Vice President) Muhammadiyah chairman Din Syamsuddin’s suggestion of a ‘central 

axis’ (poros tengah) based on a coalition of Islamic parties was a strategy “to 

streamline the alumni of ‘Modern Pesantren Darussalam’ Gontor, Ponorogo, toward 

the seat of the president or vice president in the upcoming 2009 Presidential 

Election”. He noted that former President Abdurrahman Wahid named Din 

(Syamsuddin), Hasyim Muzadi and Hidayat Nur Wahid as pursuing ambitions 

through this central axis, all of whom were alumni of Pesantren Gontor. Andi also 

cited a political analyst from Charta Politika (Burhanudin Muhtadi) who 

acknowledged the existence of a strong Gontor network, remarking: 

 

Solidarity of the alumni is strong, it is woven through routine 
meetings attended directly by kyais of Gontor,’ said the alumnus of 
MAPK Solo, Central Java. Strong Network among the Gontor 
alumni is also manifested by the ‘Gontor Magazine’ as a forum for 
alumni who work in many organisations and parties. Several figures 
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in politics, organisations, and government are alumni of Gontor. In 
addition to the trio Hashim, Din, and Nur Wahid, there is also 
Maftuh Basyuni, Minister of Religious Affairs (Quoted from 
“Inilah.com” dated 22 July 2008). 

  

4. Illustration of the Gontor Prominent Alumni 

Among the criteria of the success of Pesantren Gontor is the role played by its alumni 

in different walks of life. This is not to ignore the fact that some of those alumni have 

pursued study in different education institution after they left Gontor. With this in 

mind it is important to note the testimony given by these individuals on the 

contribution of the Gontor’s education in the success of their career.129   

 

As illustration of the contribution that the Gontor Model has made to the creation of a 

growing network of prominent santri in Indonesian society, the following section of 

this chapter will examine some fourteen notable Gontor alumni who illustrate, by 

their diverse achievements, Gontor’s formative moral and intellectual role. They have 

been selected to represent different fields: politic actors, public intellectuals, Islamic 

scholars, religious and business leaders. It is important to note that this classification 

does not necessarily draw a sharp line between these individuals’ activities as they 

have engaged in overlapping fields of interest. (For list of other prominent alumni see 

the Appendix 10.) 

 

� Religious Leaders 

1. Idham Chalid: 

Idham Chalid was the first alumnus of Gontor to lead the world´s largest Muslim 

social and educational organisation, the 35-million-strong Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) in 

the world’s most populous Muslim nation. Before holding this position he was 

Secretary General of the organisation from 1952-1956, and was then elected as 

general chairman for 7 consecutive terms, leading this organisation for 28 years from 

1956 to 1984. He was born in Amuntai, Kalimantan on 5 January 1921 and graduated 

from Gontor in 1942. After completing his study in five years he taught at Gontor for 

                                                 
129 Acknowledgment on this is also given by outside observers such as Malik Fajar 
(see the opening of Chapter Four and Van Bruinessen as quoted above. 
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three years.130  He was the first Chairman of the Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor 

(Endowment Body of Pondok Modern) from the establishment of this body in 1958 

until the election of Hadiyin Rifai as his successor in 1978. 

 

Chalid held different key political positions during the Soekarno regime, including 

ministerial portfolios, Deputy Prime Minister and Speaker of Parliament and 

Chairman of People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR).131 On the international political 

stage, he was Chairman of the Organising Committee of the First Islamic Conference 

of Asia Africa (Konferensi Islam Asia Afrika/KIAA) in Bandung in 1962 which 

elected him as Secretary General of Asia Africa Islamic Organisation (Organisasi 

Islam Asia Afrika/OIAA), a permanent Islamic international organisation based in 

Jakarta.  He received an Honorary PhD degree from Al-Azhar University in Cairo.  

 

In the early 1960s, at the peak of his political career, Idham Chalid was appointed to 

represent the Religious Group in the Nasakom platform set up by Soekarno, and 

frequently visited Gontor.132  After Soeharto took over the power from Soekarno in 

1965, Idham Chalid assumed his position as one of the three Interim Presidium 

members with Soeharto and Adam Malik who led the country until Soeharto was 

elected by the MPR as Acting President of the country and later as President.   

                                                 
130 Ahmad Muhadjir (2007: 24-25) wrote the following: “In the year 1938 Idham was sent (by his 
school) together with a few of his friends to continue his education at Pondok Modern Gontor in a 
‘studies mission’ of his alma mater. During 5 years seeking knowledge in Gontor Idham accomplished 
his education, three years at KMI and the remaining at Kweekschool Islam Bovenbouw (senior high 
school level).  This again showed his brilliance as usually to (get to) that level a student would have to 
spend 7 to 8 years. In 1943 Idham continued his education in Jakarta and a year later returned to 
become a teacher and Vice Director in Gontor.” 
 
131 Idham Chalid was the first Gontor alumnus to hold this position followed by Hidayat Nur Wahid 
who assumed the same position from 2004 to 2009. The third Gontor’s alumnus to hold position in the 
MPR’s leadership is Saifudin Lukman Hakim who took up position as Deputy Chairman of this body 
from 2009. 
 
132 Nasakom stands for Nasionalis, Agama dan Komunis (Nationalist, Religious and Communist), a 
unification of three elements of Nationalists, Religious and Communists enforced by Soekarno in the 
1960s. 
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After analysing Idham Chalid’s career in politics and looking at some of the criticism 

directed towards him,  Greg Fealy (in Ahmad Muhadjir 2007: xi) made the following 

remarks: 133 

However, above all, Idham has incised an extraordinary career and 
deserves a thorough analysis to reveal his identity as well as the NU. In 
many ways, he was not the typical chairman of the NU he should have 
been. Unlike previous NU leaders, Idham was not a Javanese: he was a 
Banjar from South Kalimantan. He also did not belong to a nationally 
prominent clerical family, unlike the leaders of the NU since the 
1930s. He was the first in the line of the central committee figures who 
was a graduate of Gontor, a school which was much suspected within 
NU circles because of its modernist education programs and the 
closeness of this school with Muhammadiyah. 

  

In the 1960s Gontor faced difficulties in asserting its ownership over land in 

Mantingan, Ngawi, East Java as the result of Land Reform Bill proposed by the 

Indonesian Communist Party (PKI).  The role of Idham Chalid was instrumental in 

saving this asset from being distributed to the farmer-labourers, members of Union of 

Indonesian Farmers (Barisan Tani Indonesia/BTI), a farm labour organisation 

affiliated to the Communist Party, whose members worked as labourers on this 

land.134 With the abortive coup linked to the Communist Party in 1965 and the 

subsequent dissolution of the Party in the following year by the then Acting President 

Soeharto, the matter was settled with the decree issued by the Minister of Agriculture, 

and Gontor gained full legal ownership over this 230 hectares land on which they 

established a Girls campus in 1990. 

 

                                                 
133 Meskipun demikian, diatas segalanya, Idham telah menorehkan karir yang luar biasa dan patut 
mendapatkan analisis mendalam untuk mengungkap baik dirinya maupun NU. Dalam banyak hal, dia 
bukanlah seperti lazimnya seorang ketua NU. Berbeda dari para pemimpin NU terdahulu, Idham bukan 
orang Jawa: dia orang Banjar dari Kalimantan Selatan. Dia juga bukan berasal dari keluarga ulama 
yang terkemuka secara nasional, sebagaimana para pemimpin NU sejak tahun 1930-an. Dia adalah 
orang pertama dalam jajaran pengurus pusat NU yang merupakan lulusan Gontor, sekolah yang banyak 
dicurigai dalam lingkaran NU karena program pendidikannya yang modernis dan kedekatan sekolah ini 
dengan Muhammadiyah.  

 
134 As an administrative assistant to the Yayasan Pemeliharaan dan Perluasan Wakaf Pondok Modern, 
I often met him in Jakarta with the then Secretary of the Yayasan Mr Abdullah Mahmud. Idham Chalid 
showed his high commitment to Gontor by facing the resistance of the Communist element who fought 
rigorously.  
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In his speech at the opening ceremony of Darussalam University (Perguruan Tinggi 

Darussalam) at Gontor in 1963 Chalid made the following remarks (Pidato 

Peringatan Setengah Abad Gontor 1978:23): 135  

The success of Pesantren Gontor is due to the sincerity and sacrifice of 
its founders and guardians. They were willing to sacrifice their 
personal and family interests for the sake of the pesantren. Therefore 
this pesantren is able to produce young graduates with reliable 
capability in society. 

 

On mental education at Gontor, Chalid commented: 

The mental education that we obtained from Gontor is very valuable to 
face life after we finish our study at Gontor. The attitude involves not 
feeling inferior or similarly not being superior if we hold a high 
position. We had been taught to be steadfast in navigating this life. 
This is a lesson of life we could never have had before we studied at 
Gontor. Moral education at Gontor is really given attention, not just as 
a matter related to knowledge only. 

 

Chalid further stated:  

When studying at Gontor we were taught two things by which we can 
live easily within the community. We were taught things that led to the 
rise of controversial issues (masalah khilafiyah)…… They (the Gontor 
graduates) turned out to be people with broad knowledge and not prone 
to argue.  We are from the NU family, but we remain in NU after 
studying at Gontor. Only, as expected by the Kyai and educators at 
Gontor, that means being a good member of NU: neither blindly 
fanatic in the group, nor hostile to other groups. 136 

 

                                                 
135 “Suksesnya Pesantren Gontor adalah karena keikhlasan dan pengorbanan para Kyai pendiri dan 
pengasuhnya. Beliau-beliau rela mengorbankan kepentingan pribadi dan keluarga untuk kepentingan 
pondok. Karena itu, pesantren ini mampu menghasilkan anak-anak didik yang handal dimasyarakat”. 
 
136 Pendidikan mental yang kami dapat di Gontor sangat berharga dalam mengarungi hidup, setelah 
kami menamatkan studi di Pondok Gontor. Sikap tidak merasa rendah diri atau minder-waardig juga 
tidak besar diri meer-waardig apabila berada di posisi yang dianggapnya lebih tinggi. Kami dibekali 
untuk berlaku tegar dalam mengarungi kehidupan. Dan ini pelajaran kehidupan yang tidak kami 
dapatkan sebelum belajar di Gontor. Pelajaran moral di Gontor benar-benar diperhatikan, tidak hanya 
masalah yang bersangkutan dengan ilmu saja.  
Idam Chalid selanjutnya menyatakan berikut: Kami belajar di Gontor dibekali dengan dua alat, yang 
dengannya kami bisa hidup mudah dengan masyarakat. Di Gontor kami diajarkan hal-hal yang 
menyebabkan timbulnya permasalahan yang bersifat khilafiyah...... Mereka (lulusan Gontor) akan 
menjadi orang yang luas ilmu agamanya dan tidak mudah berselisih paham. Kami adalah dari keluarga 
NU, namun kami tetap juga menjadi orang NU setelah belajar di Gontor. Hanya saja, kami adalah, 
sebagaimana yang diharapkan pendidik dan Kyai Gontor itu, menjadi anggota NU yang baik. Tidak 
fanatik buta dalam golongan, memusuhi golongan-golongan yang lain (Imam Zarkasyi Di Mata Umat 
1996: 719-20). 
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2. Hasyim Muzadi:  

Hasyijm Muzadi is the second alumnus of Gontor to lead NU. He was born in Tuban, 

East Java in 1944. He studied at Gontor from 1956 till 1962 and continued his tertiary 

education at the State Institute of Islamic Studies (IAIN) in Malang, from 1964-1969. 

While studying at the institute he was an active member of NU. He started his career 

in the organisation by becoming chairman of  Unit, Branch and Regional 

organizations (Ranting, Cabang and Wilayah) until finally he was elected as General 

Chairman of the Central Board of the organisation (PB NU) in 1999 and was re-

elected for the second term in 2004.137 He was Member of Parliament from 1972 to 

1982. During the 2004 Presidential election, he was the candidate for Vice President 

together with the incumbent President Megawati and succeeded to the second round 

but failed to win the election.   

 

Although NU is known as a traditionalist and conservative group, under Muzadi’s 

leadership, many changes in the organisation took place. Muzadi also sealed a close 

relationship with Muhammadiyah. Furthermore he succeeded in making NU an open 

organisation to non-NU and to non-Muslims. At a time when there is much discussion 

of extremist Indonesian Muslim groups, Muzadi  demonstrated NU´s commitment to 

the overwhelmingly moderate and tolerant nature of Islam in South-East Asia by 

discussing projects to exchange persons and views with various religious, academic, 

political and community leaders.  

 

As a moderate Muslim leader Muzadi has advocated bringing the concepts of 

democracy and human rights closer to Islamic values. He has asserted that the role of 

Islamic organisations in Indonesia is to promote tolerance in South-East Asia and the 

moderate nature of Islam in Indonesia. He also emphasised the importance of 

promoting moderate religious movements as an aid to the development of democracy.  

 

In his speech at the 80th anniversary of Pesantren Gontor on 27 May 2006 in front of 

the alumni and other guests, Muzadi stated: 

 

                                                 
137 Muzadi could not be re-elected in the 2009 conference as the new amended NU constitution limited 
the term of re-election of the General Chairman to two terms only. To some observers this was an 
attempt to avoid repetition to what happened with Idham Chalid who led NU for 28 years. 
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Now people can hardly distinguish between NU and Muhammadiyah. 
The issues of reciting Qunut at the subuh prayer, shaking hands between 
men and women and chanting Salawat Badar are no longer topics of 
debate between the two groups. The chairman of Muhammadiyah, Din 
Syamsuddin, a Gontor alumnus, himself is a former member of NU”.138  
On the other hand, people are getting use to hearing the term ‘the 
Islamist and conservative Muhammadiyah, and the modernist and liberal 
NU’. 139 

 

  
Muzadi (Interview April 2002) explained that his election to the chairmanship of NU 

was unconventional, because traditionally NU was led by a Kyai who leads a 

pesantren. When he was elected as General Chairman of NU in his first term, Muzadi 

was in fact not a Kyai, because he did not lead a pesantren. It seemed that people 

looked at his leadership capability.140  However after becoming General Chairman of 

NU, Muzadi established Pesantren Al-Hikam in Malang, where he gathered santri who 

are students of universities in the city of Malang. Therefore this pesantren is also 

known as Pesantren Mahasiswa (i.e. university students) Al-Hikam. The pesantren 

was officially established on 21 March 1992, corresponding to 17 Ramadhan 1413 of 

                                                 
138 During the morning (subuh/fajr) prayer, some Muslims read special additional prayers before they 
prostrate for the second unit (raka’at). This supplication is known in Arabic as Qunut. It is common 
practice amongst the traditionalists to say this prayer, but not amongst the modernists, who consider 
this as an act of bid’ah (a new innovation in religious ritual act). Salawat Badar is chanting to pray for 
and praise Prophet Muhammad, usually conducted in a group. This is also a common practice among 
NU members, but now many Muhammadiyah members also do the same, believing that there is 
nothing wrong to pray for the Prophet and praise him in a group.  Muzadi said jokingly that the best 
Salawat Badar chanting group in Jakarta belongs to Muhammadiyah. The program in which Muzadi 
delivered his speech is called “Acara Temu Kangen Alumni” (Program of Meeting of the Alumni in 
Longing) which was part of the 80th Year Anniversary ceremony in April-May 2006.   
 
139 This is in contrast to the known perception in term of their religious view that NU is a traditionalist 
and conservative whereas Muhammadiyah is known as a modernist and liberal. In this context it is 
interesting to note here what Yudi Latif (2004: 480) has observed on what has happened in the 
development of Islamic thought in Indonesia, which has affected the formation of santri elite.  It is 
worth quoting what he describes as religious attitudes and identities: “Religious attitudes and identities 
had also been subject to change. The fundamentalist groups of the early decades of the 20th century, 
such as Muhammadiyah and Persis, became far more moderate by the end of the 20th century. The 
conservative groups of the early decades of the 20th century, such as NU, became the catalyst for the 
liberal Islamic movement by the end of the 20th century. In contrast to earlier times, an unprecedented 
number of activists from the Islamic fundamentalist movements of the late 20th century came from non-
santri family backgrounds. At the same time, many students from NU and Muhammadiyah 
backgrounds are no longer affiliated with these organisations as they preferred to join new Islamic 
collectivities such as the tarbiyah (dakwah) group and other Islamic harakah.” 
 
140 The case of Hasyim Muzadi in his election to the chairmanship position of NU was a repeat of what 
happened to Idham Chalid, as he was also not a leader of a pesantren when he was elected as General 
Chairman of NU.   
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the Islamic calendar. He gave the following reason for the choice of the university 

students to be santri at Pesantren Al-Hikam (Interview 20 May 2006):  

 

The choice of the University students to be participants in education 
(santri) at this pesantren is based on the thought that this group 
(students/ academics) are the ones who will hold important roles in 
society, while at each university where the students seek knowledge, 
the portion of spiritual and mental character education is highly 
inadequate. Therefore there must be a venue to build morality, to shape 
character and to strengthen the basic of knowledge so that in the future 
they can maximize the roles they play in the society, inspired by 
Islamic values and Indonesian culture.  

 
 
Muzadi has brought changes to NU that transformed it to become a more open and 

inclusive organisation. Some evidence that can be presented includes hosting an 

International Conference on Interfaith Dialogue in Jakarta in 2003 and frequent visits 

by Western politicians to his office, including the British Foreign Secretary and 

Ambassador of the USA. Muzadi paid official visits to Australia on an invitation 

extended to him by the Department of Foreign Affairs of Australia on two different 

occasions: first in his capacity as NU leader, and second in his capacity as a leader of 

Interfaith Dialogue in Indonesia. On the second visit he was accompanied by two 

Indonesian Christian leaders, one Catholic and another one Protestant. He has sent 

NU scholars, youth and activists to attend courses and exchange visits to countries 

such as England and Japan. He has also visited countries on the invitation of their 

respective governments, including Iran, Syria and Jordan meeting with the Heads of 

State of these nations. 

 

At the program “Meeting the Alumni” at the 80th anniversary of Pesantren Gontor on 

26 May 2006, Muzadi asserted that the spirit of freedom of thinking that Gontor 

taught has contributed largely to his career. He underlined that there are small things 

he experienced at Gontor which seemed worthless at that time, but proved to be 

highly significant in his later life. He gave examples such as to be on guard duty 

during night-time, to maintain a tidy bedroom, to stand in queue when getting food 

etc.141  

 

                                                 
141 Based on notes taken by the writer at Gontor’s 80th anniversary celebration. 
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During my interview with him, Muzadi stated that after completing his study at 

Gontor he went on to study at a traditional pesantren (pesantren salaf) in Tuban, East 

Java, before attending IAIN Malang. Although he had learnt a great deal about Islam 

from studying the classical literature in this traditional pesantren, he acknowledged 

that Gontor contributed more to his life. He said: “Gontor has equipped me with a 

freedom of thinking that has become the biggest asset for the success of my career. I 

also feel I have a stronger tie with Gontor then with other institutions where I have 

studied. My two sons also graduated from Gontor.” (Gontor telah membekali diri 

saya dengan kebebasan berfikir, yang ini merupakan modal besar bagi keberhasilan 

karier saya. Saya juga merasa mempunyai ikatan lebih kuat terhadap Gontor 

daripada lembaga lain dimana saya telah belajar. Dua anak laki-laki saya juga tamat 

dari Gontor”) 142  (Interview 22 April 2004).    

 

3. Dien Syamsuddin: 

Din Syamsuddin was General Chairman of Muhammadiyah, the second largest 

Islamic organisation in Indonesia from 2005-2010.  His full name is Sirajuddin 

Syamsuddin; he was born in Sumbawa Besar, West Nusa Tenggara on 31 August 

1958.  

 

Din grew up in an NU family; he spent his elementary and junior secondary education 

in NU schools as his father was a chairman of IPNU (NU Students’ Association). At 

his uncle’s request, Din enrolled at Gontor and graduated in 1976. He completed his 

tertiary education at the Institute of Islamic Studies (IAIN) Syarif Hidayatullah 

Jakarta and obtained his Master and PhD degrees from University of California, Los 

Angeles (UCLA) in 1982 and 1996 respectfully.  

 
While studying at the IAIN, he was Chairman of The Muhammadiyah Association of 

University Students (Ikatan Mahasiswa Muhammadiyah) in 1985. After completing 

his PhD degree in Los Angeles in 1996, he returned to Indonesia and lectured at the 

IAIN in Jakarta. Later on he was appointed as Director General of Training and 

Placement at the Department of Manpower (Dirjen Pembinaan dan Penempatan, 

Departemen Tenaga Kerja).  

                                                 
142 One of the mottos of pesantren Gontor is: Berbudi tinggi, Berbadan sehat, Berpengetahuan luas dan 

Berfikirn bebas (Brochure Pondok Modern Gontor 1996: 22) 
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Alpha Amirrachman (2007: 12) remarks that Syamsuddin has been prominent in 

several organisations. He was Chairman of Muhammadiyah Youth Association 

(Ikatan Pemuda Muhammadiayh) from 19898-1993, Chairman of Research and 

Development Body (Badan Penelitian dan Pengembangan) of Golkar, and General 

Secretary of Indonesian Ulama Council, and Deputy Chairman of the same 

organisation. On 7 July 2005, he was elected as General Chairman of Muhammadiyah 

for the period 2005-2010. He is actively involved in interfaith dialogue at the local 

and international level and is currently chairman of the Asian Conference for Religion 

and Peace (ACRP) — with its headquarters in Tokyo, Japan.  

 

As Alpha Amirrachman wrote, Din believes most Indonesian Muslims are not 

interested in extreme liberalism or religious fundamentalism. This is the reason he 

launched the Centre for Dialogue and Cooperation among Civilisations (CDCC). At 

the launch of the Centre, marked by a public lecture by the then Defence Minister 

Juwono Sudarsono, Din made this remark:   

We continue to encounter prejudices, misconceptions and 
misunderstandings among people of different religions and 
civilisations, especially between Islam and the Christian West… we 
believe the prejudices and misconceptions among people of different 
faiths can be eradicated by persistent dialogue and cooperation (Ibid: 
14). 

 

Din was believed to have won the votes of the increasingly strong conservative 

elements of Muhammadiyah. Nevertheless, not long after he was elected, Din 

bewildered those who supported him by announcing that Christians could use 

Muhammadiyah schools or buildings to perform their prayers, at a time when many 

churches were being attacked and vandalised by hard-line Islamic groups.  

On the application of Islamic Shari’a in the country, Din said he understood those 

who wanted to apply shariah, but it should be understood in a broader manner. 

Islamic shariah is Islamic teaching that emphasizes akhlak (good deeds), and treating 

shariah as a mere law is a gross misrepresentation of Islamic values. Even the state 

ideology Pancasila is already Islamic, and could serve as a kalimatun sawa (Arabic: 

common platform) in this pluralistic country. Opposition to the shariah is also an anti-

democratic attitude.  
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4. Abu Bakar Ba’asyir: 

Abu Bakar Ba’asyir was born in Jombang, East Java on 17 August 1938. He studied 

at Pesantren Gontor for four years from 1959 till 1963. He left Gontor when there was 

a rebellion from students of year five known as the Grageh Affair (Peristiwa Grageh), 

as elaborated in Chapter Five. 

   
Basyir continued his tertiary education at Al-Irsyad University in Solo. During this 

time he was actively involved in the Himpunan Mahasiswa Islam/HMI (Islamic 

Association for University Students). He was also Secretary to Pemuda Al-Irsyad (Al-

Arsyad Youth), a youth wing for Al-Irsyad, Solo.143 In 1961 he was elected as 

Chairman of the Indonesian Movement of Muslim Youth (Gerakan Pemuda Islam 

Indonesia/GPII), a youth movement formerly affiliated to Masyumi.  

In 1972, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir founded Pesantren Al-Mukmin with friends Yoyo 

Roswadi, Abdul Qohar Daeng Matase, Abdullah Baraja and Abdullah Sungkar. All of 

these individuals except Abdullah Sungkar are graduates of Gontor. Al-Mukmin is 

located in Ngruki, a suburb of Solo, Central Java. Pesantren Al-Mukmin originated 

from a religious circle (Arabic: halaqah) conducted after dhuhr (mid-day prayer) at 

the local mosque. Following increasing interest, the halaqah was upgraded to a 

madrasah and with the support of local communities, Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and his co-

founders expanded the madrasah into a pesantren. Abu Bakar Ba’asyir is now the 

leader of this pesantren. 

During the New Order of President Suharto, Ba’asyir was arrested on allegations of 

being subversive for his refusal to accept Pancasila as the Indonesian national 

ideology. He strongly advocated the establishment of Islamic Shari’a in the country. 

The refusal of his school (Pesantren Ngruki) to salute the Indonesian flag signified 

Bashir’s continual refusal to recognise the authority of the Suharto regime. He 

appealed but was subsequently imprisoned without trial from 1978 to 1982.  Soon 

after his release he fled to Malaysia.144 During his years in exile, Ba’asyir undertook 

                                                 
143 ‘Al-Irsyad’ is an organisation of Indonesian Muslims of Arab origin, representing the liberal and 
modernist group, while another organisation called “Rabitah” represents the more conservative group.   
 
144 While he was in Malaysia, Ba’asyir came to Sydney, Australia in 1996 under the name Abdus 
Samad on the invitation of the Indonesian Muslim Society based at Dee Why Mosque, a suburb of 
North Sydney, together with Abdullah Sungkar. During the visit he also gave a talk at Tempe Mosque, 
another mosque established by the Indonesian community in Sydney. In his speech he strongly 
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religious teaching in both Malaysia and Singapore. The US Government alleged that 

during this period he became involved with Jamaah Islamiyah, an alleged militant 

Islamist group, which he has denied.  Ba’asyir remained in exile until the fall of 

President Suharto in 1998. He returned to Indonesia in 1999 and became a leading 

cleric, renewing his call for Shari’a law.  

In March 2005 Ba’asyir was tried on allegations of being the spiritual leader of the 

Jemaah Islamiah (JI), the militant group that has been held responsible for the Bali 

attacks and several others in the region.  Prosecutors were desperate to prove a link 

between the cleric and JI, b ut he was acquitted of the charge due to lack of evidence. 

However, prosecutors did charge him with treason, accusing him of plotting to 

overthrow the Indonesian government in order to turn the country into part of an 

Islamic state. Ba’asyir strongly denied the accusation but was jailed for 30 months, 

though the sentence was later reduced by four months and 15 days for good 

behaviour. He was released on the 24th of June 2006. After his release he returned to 

his pesantren in Ngruki and retained his position as the leader of Majlis Mujahidin 

Indonesia.  

In an interview with Al-Jazeera Television based in Doha, Qatar on July 2007  

Ba’asyir  was asked whether he masterminded the Bali bombings in 2002 and other 

acts of violence in Indonesia. He made the following remarks:  

No, I did not issue any fatwa or directives urging others to carry out 
acts of violence or bombings. This is so because I was confident right 
from the beginning that jihad with weapons is dictated only in conflict 
or war zones like Afghanistan, Iraq, or Southern Philippines. Jihad 
there is with weapons while jihad in secure areas like Indonesia is 
through the call to Islam and through words. This is how I understood 
things before and after my imprisonment. I do not at all agree with the 
ones who sanctioned bombings in Indonesia. Even if we think well of 
the ones who planned them, considering them mujahidin whose 
intentions were pure and not terrorist, I still think they erred in their 
opinion about jihad. I stress that I have not issued a fatwa calling for 
bombings. 

                                                                                                                                            
criticised the Suharto New Order regime, especially on the enforcement of Pancasila as the state 
ideology. He argued that following Pancasila is an act of Shirk (associating anything with Allah), as 
was to believe any law other than Islamic shari’ah. 
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Abu Bakar Baasyir is considered by Western media and political analysts to represent 

radical Islam in current Indonesian politics. He insists on the establishment of the 

Islamic Shari’a, and does this overtly.  

In a more recent trial, Abubakar Ba’asyir, on June 16, 2011, was convicted on terror 

charges and sentenced to 15 years. Ba’asyir was charged with founding and financing 

a militant group that ran a terrorist camp in Aceh, northern Sumatra. The group, 

which called itself Al Qaeda of the Veranda of Mecca, was raided a year before, 

resulting in more than 100 arrests.  Ba’asyir, who was previously held in connection 

with the Bali Bombings, dismissed the judgement, saying it was based on laws made 

by “infidels,” not the laws of Islam (TIME WORLD, June 16, 2011). 

 
However, on October 27, 2011, the Jakarta High Court  reduced Bashir's sentence on 

appeal to nine years, which could see him freed by the end of 2017 (THE 

AUSTRALIAN,  October 27, 2011).  

 

During a visit to Pesantren Ngruki as part of my field research Baasyir welcomed me 

in his simple house where visitors sit on the floor in a small lounge with very simple 

furniture. Contrary to common practice in traditional pesantren where some santri 

would help the Kyai in his house to entertain visiting guests, Baasjir’s six years old 

daughter brought the food for the guest.145  This is perhaps to follow tradition of the 

Gontor’s Kyais. Commenting on the influence of his education at Pesantren Gontor in 

his personal life Ba’asyir asserted the following:146 “Gontor has educated us to have 

self confidence, to be consistent in upholding our view as long as we believe that it is 

true and does not contradict the teachings of Islam, and to be sincere to Allah. The 

                                                 
145 Because of this visit, a few written and electronic media including the “60 Minutes” program on 
Channel Nine interviewed the writer to expose the viewers of “writer’s connection with Baasyir”. The 
Sydney Morning Herald (Weekend edition of September 11-12, 2004) wrote: “At Zetland (mosque) 
more than 200 people packed the mosque, where the imam, Sheik Amin Hady, who once dined with 
Baashir, focused squarely on the events in Indonesia. ‘A Muslim is a person who loves peace,’ he 
said.” After Bali Bombings in 2002, frequent interviews with the writer were conducted by media 
reporters relating to Baasyir’s visits to Sydney in late 1990s while he was in exile in Malaysia.   
 
146 “Gontor telah mendidik kita untuk mempunyai sifat percaya pada diri sendiri, konsisten berpegang 
teguh dengan pendapat kita selama kita yakini itu benar dan tidak bertentangan dengan ajaran Islam, 
dan selalu ikhlas kepada Allah. Motto Gontor Berbudi Tinggi, Berbadan Sehat, Berpengetahuan Luas 
dan Berfikiran Bebas adalah sangat penting untuk membentuk kepribadian kita”   
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motto of Gontor: high character, sound body, broad knowledge and freedom of 

thought is very important in shaping our personality” (interview April 2002).   

 

� Bureaucrats/Government Officials 

1. Muhammad Maftuh Basyuni: 

Muhammad Maftuh Basyuni, Minister of Religious Affairs from 2004, was born in 

Rembang, Central Java on 4th November 1939. He spent four years in his study at 

Gontor from 1953 to 1957. He then went on to graduate from the Islamic University 

in Medina, Saudi Arabia in 1968 and after that worked at the Indonesian Embassy in 

Jeddah. After joining the Department of Foreign Affairs, during his appointment as a 

diplomat at the Indonesian Embassy in Morocco in 1995, he was assigned to be 

interpreter for the then President Soeharto who was visiting Saudi Arabia for the Hajj. 

The president, who was impressed with his performance, appointed Basyuni as Chief 

Protocol Officer of the Presidential palace and later on, he was promoted as the Palace 

Chief of Staff (Kepala Rumah Tangga Istana).  

 

After Habibie became president, replacing Suharto in 1998, he was assigned as the 

Indonesian ambassador to Kuwait and then held a position as a State Secretary in 

2000 during President Abdurrahman Wahid’s administration. Only a few months into 

this position in 2002, when Megawati assumed office as president, he was appointed 

as the Indonesian ambassador to Saudi Arabia and continued in that position until 

President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono appointed him as Minister of Religious Affairs 

in 2004.   

 

When I asked him about the contribution of Gontor’s education to his personal life, he 

asserted the following: “Although I did not complete (my study) at Gontor, the moral 

education I received at this pesantren has had a major influence on my life. One of the 

positive aspects I realise from Gontor is its strong discipline and the implantation of a 

sense of self-confidence.” (Interview 5 October 2006). 147 

                                                 
147 “Sekalipun saya tidak tamat di Gontor, namun pendidikan moral yang saya dapatkan di Gontor 
berpengaruh besar dalam kehidupan saya. Satu hal positif yang saya rasakan dari Gontor adalah 
disiplinnya yang sangat kuat dan penanaman rasa percaya diri”. When I met Basyuni for the first time 
since he became the Minister of Religious Affairs he was about to attend a breaking of the fast of 
Ramadan with President Yudhoyono. He invited me to attend and I conducted the interview along the 
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2. Hidayat Nur Wahid: 

Hidayat Nur Wahid, the chairman of the People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) 

2004-2009, graduated from Gontor in 1978. He obtained his BA, MA and PhD from 

the Islamic University of Medina in Saudi Arabia. After his return from Medina, he 

lectured at Universities of Muhammadiyah, Ash-Shafi’iyah and IAIN Jakarta. He 

became chairman of Institute of Pesantren Services and Islamic Studies (Lembaga 

Pelayanan Pesantren dan Studi Islam), Al-Haramain Foundation and later on, 

President of the Justice Party (PK) which later changed its name to the Prosperous 

Justice Party (PKS).  At the 2004 general election, the party won 7.34% vote and 

gained 45 seats in the parliament. This resulted in his election as Chairman of the 

People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) for 2004-2009.  

 

Under his leadership PKS became increasingly popular among youth, especially 

university students. The mushrooming of religious teaching groups known as usrah 

�cـــand halaqah P (’Arabic: literally means ‘family) أtــfةd (Arabic: ‘circle’) on 

university campuses provided a strong organisational basis for the emergence of PKS. 

The party is strongly identified for its religious studies among youth and attracted 

voters for its clear appeals against corruption. At the time, MPs from PKS’s 

commitment to return funds allocated to them for certain items such as travel, housing 

and car allowances, and their refusal to accept bribes and other anti-corruption acts 

impressed voters. Nur Wahid introduced the theme of ‘Da’wah and Morals’ during 

his leadership.148 

                                                                                                                                            
way. The meeting I had with the President was the second time after my first meeting during his visit to 
Australia in 2005 and he asked me about the progress of my thesis. After the dinner Basyuni took me to 
his official residence where I continued the interview and we had a long discussion into the late 
evening. During his visit to Gontor to attend the 80th anniversary, after the closing ceremony, he also 
asked me to join in a special entourage to include the Grand Rector of Al-Azhar to Madiun and then on 
a special flight to Jakarta.  This story underlines the strong relationship between the alumni of 
Pesantren Gontor.  
  
148 When supporting Susilo Bambang Yudoyono and Jusuf Kalla in the second round of 1999 
presidential election, the Prosperous Justice Party reaffirmed the following points: 1. To be consistent 
in making changes to establish good and clean governance, caring and professional, manifested by 
becoming models and readiness to expel any cabinet member who is proved to be corrupt. It would not 
repeat any mistake committed by previous government and will not use the power to unjustly treat the 
ummah and the people of Indonesia.   2. To improve the moral fibre of the nation, the quality of the 
community and the welfare of the people as well as to emphasise the establishment of law and to 
respect human rights (Nota Kesepahaman PKS dan Capres dan Cawapes Susilo Bambang Yudoyono 

dan Jusuf Kalla, PKS Website).  
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In his speech at the 80th anniversary of Pesantren Gontor on 27 May 2006, Nur Wahid 

underlined that Pesantren Gontor has managed to give colour to the present national 

politics of Indonesia with the presence of some of its alumni on the national political 

stage in the executive, judiciary and legislative at all levels (DPRD, DPR I and DPR 

RI). “This is partly, as I feel it, because Gontor has given us tools to be used and 

developed”.149 During my interview with him (April 2006) he stated: “Gontor has 

given me a sense of self-confidence, a spirit of leadership and good management 

practice. This is what makes me unhesitant to lead this high national body (MPR)”.  

 

• Islamic Scholars/Leaders of Pesantren 

1. Muhammad Tijani Jauhary: 

Muhammad Tijani Jauhary is the leader of a Pesantren Alumni at Prenduan, Sumenep, 

Madura.150 He graduated from Gontor in 1963 and obtained his BA from the Islamic 

University in Medina and his Master from the Ummul Qura University in Mecca, both 

in Islamic Studies. He then worked at the Muslim World League ��¥ــ¦µا �tu�tرا¶©{ ا 

(Rabitah al-Alam al-Islamy) based in Mecca, a high profile NGO supported by the 

government of Saudi Arabia. He was promoted to Director of Research, Studies and 

Conferences; a position that is regarded as very prestigious within the League and has 

rarely been entrusted to a non-Saudi citizen. The League has extensive influence in 

the Muslim world and has representative offices in many Muslim and non-Muslim 

countries. Its Melbourne office looks after the interest of Muslims of Australia, New 

Zealand and the South Pacific Island countries.  Its Constituent Assembly meets 

regularly (at least once a year), and consists of Muslim leaders and prominent scholars 

from around the world. 

 

                                                 
149 During one of his lectures to the students, Kyai Imam Zarkasyi said: “Pondok Modern Gontor tidak 
memberikan bekal makanan kepadamu yang sekali dimakan habis, tapi kami berikan kepada anak-anak 
kail untuk selalu digunakan mengail dan mendapatkan ikan” (Pesantren Gontor does not give you food 
which will finish once you consume it, but we give you a hook to be used to fish repeatedly” (from the 
recollection of the writer). 

150 ‘Pesantren Alumni’ is a term used by Gontor to name those pesantren established by the alumni of 
Pesantren Gontor which, at the beginning of 2006 is numbering 167 pesantren (Profil Pondok Modern 
Darussalam Gontor, May 2006:97) and at the beginning of 2008 the number increased to 211 
pesantren. 
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While holding this strategic position Tidjani had a lot of opportunities to travel around 

the world, frequently meeting dignitaries and Muslim leaders and engaging with them 

in the Islamic cause. But his desire to revive an old pesantren left by his father 

prompted him to relinquish this position.  In 1983 he returned to his hometown of 

Prenduan, Madura and rebuilt the old pesantren known as Pesantren Tegal with his 

younger brother Idris Djauhari, renaming it “Al-Amien”. This pesantren is considered 

as one of the successful pesantren established by Gontor alumni. Tidjani is the 

Chairman of the Association of Pesantren established and managed by the alumni, 

called Forum Pesantren Alumni (Association of the Pesantren Alumni). He married 

Imam Zarkasyi’s daughter and this has strengthened the relationship between Gontor 

and Al-Amien. 

 

During my field research at this pesantren in 2003 I noticed a lot of progress and 

development on the campus. Tijani’s wide contacts and good relations with 

government officials and people in Saudi Arabia have helped to bring funds for the 

pesantren. Tijani emphasises the modern system of Gontor that he has adopted at his 

pesantren in response to the need of the Muslims in the surrounding area, Pesantren 

Al-Amien also teaches from classical (yellow) books (kitab kuning). One of the senior 

teachers at Al-Amien informed me that Tidjani has been playing a significant role in 

bringing the Ulama of different groups in Madura to come together in regular 

meetings and dialogue.  

 

2. Mahrus Amin: 

Mahrus Amin graduated from Gontor in 1960 and gained his Doctorate from the State 

Institute of Islamic Studies (IAIN) Jakarta.  After teaching at this Institute, he started 

rebuilding and refurbishing the old pesantren Darun Najah established by his father-

in-law. Unlike most pesantren, which are usually in rural areas, this pesantren is 

located in the city of Jakarta in the area of Kebayoran Lama.  He adopted the same 

system and methodologies used at Gontor but with some adjustments taking into 

account the urban environment where the pesantren is located.      

 

When I visited the pesantren and interviewed Mahrus in 2002 he suggested that the 

application of discipline in Darjun Najah could not occur to the same degree as 

applied at Gontor because of the environment surrounding the pesantren, being 
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located in the capital city of the country.  However the discipline of using Arabic and 

English in the daily life of the students on the campus has been maintained to achieve 

optimum learning. So far as people can see, Mahrus noted, the quality of the Darun 

Najah graduates is something to be proud of. 151 

 

Mahrus stated that he actively helps people in many areas in Indonesia to establish 

pesantren and then to allow them to manage the institution autonomously once it has 

been established.  By the year 2002 he managed to establish 14 pesantren in different 

areas from Sumatra, Kalimantan to Irian Jaya. The local Kyai now manage these 

pesantren independently.       

 

� Businessman/Entrepreneur  

1. Muhammad Husnun: 

Muhammad Husnun was born in Madiun, East Java on 20 May 1940. He went to 

study at Gontor in 1954 after three years study at high school.  After completing his 

study in six years he taught at KMI for two years; at the same time he was also an 

assistant to the Wakaf Foundation.   

 

Husnun is one of the Gontor alumni who have been successful in business. He owns a 

manufacturing steel plant in Klaten, Central Java.  His company employs more than 

400 workers, producing steel equipment such as car spare parts and building 

construction tools. His company has received a prestigious award from President 

Soeharto known as “Prestasi Kencana” in the field of industry and “Upakarti”. 

Pictures of the event hang in the lounge of his home.  

 

In social life, Husnun has established a hospital, numerous schools and a radio station, 

and has been actively involved in community works by bringing different groups 

together.  He is the Director of the “Islamic Hospital” (Rumah Sakit Islam), General 

Chairman of the Steel Industry Cooperative in Klaten and sits on the Executive 

Committee of the National Association of Steel Casting Companies. Husnun noted the 

following:  "I have good contacts and relationships with people from different groups, 

                                                 
151 During his official visit to Indonesia in 2005 the then British Prime Minister Tony Blair paid a visit 
to Darun Najah Pesantren where he met leaders, teachers and students of the pesantren and conducted a 
dialogue with them. He also offered opportunities for the graduates of Darun Najah to pursue higher 
studies at some universities in England.   
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including NU and Muhammadiyah, although they know me as an activist of NU. I 

remember the advice given by Pak Kyai at Gontor: ‘Be, my children, a unifying factor 

for the Ummah’ (Jadilah anak-anakku sebagai perekat Ummat). My relationship with 

the local government is also very courteous. (Interview 2 April 2004).  Husnun 

asserted that the aspect of education at Gontor that impressed him was that we have to 

be in high spirit and have self confidence in our steps. He recalls what Imam Zarkasyi 

used to say to him: “Do not be too insecure, scared and discouraged. Say what you 

mean honestly and sincerely, and people will accept it well.” 152 

  
2. Suhaili Kalla: 
 
Suhaili Kalla was born in Makasar on 31 December 1954. He studied at Gontor from 

1970 and completed in 1974, attending the intensive class, as he entered Gontor after 

completing a high school education. For his tertiary education, he went to the 

University of Indonesia and obtained his degree in economics. He is an entrepreneur 

and holds the position of Finance Manager in the Bukaka Group, a giant multi-

industry business affiliated with Jusuf Kalla, the former Vice President. He is also 

member of an advisory council of the Association of Businessmen of the IKPM 

(Persatuan Pegusaha IKPM).  

 

Suhaili noted his impression of Gontor regarding its discipline. He stated: “The most 

profound impression during my study in Gontor was the discipline of KH Imam 

Zarkasyi. If I had never been his student, I would probably not have been the person I 

am now.” 153   

 

� Bureaucrats/Diplomats  

1. Muhammad Muzammil Basyuni: 

Muhammad Muzammil Basyuni has been Indonesian Ambassador to Syria since 

2006. He was born in Rembang on 7 October 1947. He is the younger brother of 

Muhammad Maftuh Basyuni, Indonesian Minister of Religious Affairs in President 

Yudoyono’s cabinet. He left Gontor in 1962 and continued his studies at Pesantren 
                                                 
152  “Kamu jangan terlalu minder, takut dan kecil hati. Sampaikan maksudmu dengan jujur dan ikhlas. 
Orang pun akan menerima dengan baik.” 
 
153 “Kesan yang paling mendalam selama saya belajar di Gontor adalah kedisiplinan K.H. Imam 
Zarkasyi. Seandainya saya tidak pernah menjadi santri beliau, mungkin saya tidak akan bisa menjadi 
orang seperti sekarang ini.” 



 232 

Krapyak in Yogyakarta before he went to Iraq for his university study and graduated 

from Baghdad University. After returning from Baghdad, he joined the Department of 

Foreign Affairs. His first assignment was to be Liaison Officer for the Indonesian 

Contingent as part of the United Nation Emergency Force (UNEF) stationed in the 

Sinai, at the border between Egypt and Israel, based at Ismailia.   

 

As a diplomat he was posted to different Indonesian embassies abroad beginning in 

Baghdad, then Bandar Seri Begawan of Brunei, Madrid and Cairo before his 

promotion to the post of Indonesian ambassador to Damascus, Syria in 2006. Prior to 

his appointment as Deputy Chief of Mission at the Indonesian Embassy in Cairo, he 

was Director of the Middle Eastern Directorate at the Department of Foreign Affairs.  

 

Because Basyuni continued his study at at Krapyak, Yogyakarta, I asked him to 

compare the two pesantren. Basyuni stressed that Gontor is distinctive and 

incomparable to other pesantren. At Gontor, students are equipped with the tools they 

need in society through which they can develop themselves. They are taught the 

Arabic and English languages, and most subjects are given in a comparative method, 

including usuluddin (theology) and fiqh (religious jurisprudence). The curriculum at 

Gontor, Basyuni suggested, is designed to give students the ability to develop their 

minds, to be critical and to be open minded, rather than to have a final or established 

concept on aspects of religion.  In this regard he noted the use of the handbook for 

fiqh Bidayat al Mujutahid by Ibn Rushd, designed to introduce students to 

comparative fiqh (interview May 2006).     

 
2. Tajuddien Noor Bolimalakalu:  

Tajuddien Noor Bolimalakalu was born in Flores, East Indonesia on 15 February 

1950. He has been serving as the Indonesian Ambassador in Khartoum, the Sudan and 

Eritrea since 2006. After completing his study at Gontor he continued his tertiary 

education at the University of Indonesia and graduated in Constitutional Law from the 

Faculty of Law. He then continued his postgraduate study at the same university and 

obtained his Master degree in Constitutional Law in 1997.   He is preparing his PhD 

thesis in Criminal Law at the same university. 
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From 1977-2003 he served as member of  the Indonesian Defence Force with his last 

position as an Advisor to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence Force on People's 

Welfare Affairs. From 1997-2001 he served as Defence Attaché at the Indonesian 

Embassy in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and from 2002 – 2006, he was appointed 

Indonesian Consul-General in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.  

During his service in different posts he obtained various awards including the 

Dedication Award of Santi Dharma, Satya Lencana Kesetiaan for 16 years of service, 

UNIIMOG (United Nations Iran-Iraq Military Observer Group) and the 10 Year 

Dedication Award from the government of Saudi Arabia.  

� Academics/Intellectuals 

1. Nurcholish Madjid: 

Nurcholish Madjid was born in Jombang, East Java on 17 March 1939 into a family 

with a strong pesantren background. Although his father, Abdul Madjid, belonged to 

the NU community by religious-cultural affiliation, he remained a member of 

Masjumi after the NU split. 154 His father’s political background made it difficult for 

Nurcholish to study in a traditionalist pesantren. Thus, after completing primary 

school plus two years of study at a traditional Pesantren Darul Ulum at Rejoso, 

Jombang he studied at Gontor from 1955, completing his studies in 1960. After 

teaching at Gontor for more than one year, he continued his tertiary education at IAIN 

Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta in 1961 and graduated in 1968. He then taught at the IAIN 

from 1972-1974.  He later gained his Master and PhD degree in Islamic Studies from 

the University of Chicago in 1984. 

 

Nurcholish Madjid was Chairman of HMI for two consecutive three year terms (1966-

1969 and 1969-1971) and President of PEMIAT, the Islamic Association of 

                                                 
154 Masyumi was the name given to an organisation established by the occupying Japanese in 1943 in 
an attempt to control Islam in Indonesia (Ricklefs 1991: 94). Following the Indonesian Declaration of 
Independence on 7 November 1945 a new organization called Masjumi (pronounced as Mashumi): 
Majlis Syura Muslimin Indonesia (Consultative Assembly of Indonesian Muslims) was formed. In less 
than a year it became the largest political party in Indonesia. Its membership included Islamic 
organizations such as Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and Muhammadiyah.  During the period of liberal 
democracy, Masyumi members had seats in the People's Representative Council and the party supplied 
prime ministers such as Muhammad Natsir and Burhanuddin Harahap. In 1952, NU split from 
Masyumi and established itself as a political party (Feith 2007: 436-437).  Most individual members of 
NU followed. However, some NU members retained their membership within Masyumi, such as Abdul 
Madjid, the father of Nurcholish Madjid. 
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University Students of Southeast Asia. He was Assistant Secretary General of IIFSO 

(International Islamic Federation of Student Organisation), and Chief Editor of 

‘Mimbar’ Magazine. Later he was a researcher with LIPI, the Indonesian Science 

Institute. He was the founder and chairman of the Paramadina Foundation that 

establishes and manages the Paramadina School and University. 

  

Nurcholish Madjid was well-known for his excellent academic achievements since his 

study at Gontor. While still at Gontor he was continually among the highest ranked 

students. He was prominent among early Muslim reformists, and perhaps the most 

articulate and daring of the intellectuals who advocated reform in Islamic thought. 

This began from an early stage in his life after graduating from IAIN. In 1970, while 

still chairman of HMI, he wrote and delivered a paper entitled “Keharusan 

Pembaharuan Pemikiran Islam dan Masalah Integrasi Umat” (‘The Necessity of 

Renewing Islamic Thought and the Problem of the Integration of the Ummah’). This 

paper took the country by storm and caused an enduring controversy within Islamic 

political discourse in Indonesia. Madjid's role was highly significant since he laid a 

theological foundation for an unstoppable Islamic reformism.155 One of the most 

provocative ideas he introduced in his article was an appeal for Muslims to refuse the 

Islamic politics that had dominated Muslim political thought during the last two 

periods. His slogan 'Islam Yes, Islamic Party No' soon became the established brand 

of all his reformist thinking. Although Madjid's ideas were initially attacked from 

every corner, his essential message that Indonesian Muslims must differentiate 

between religion and politics was widely received.156  

 

                                                 
155 While he was chairman of HMI, Nurchalish Madjid was nicknamed as “Young Natsir” (Natsir was 
the former leader of Masyumi). With Natsir’s recommendation he toured some Middle Eastern 
countries, which included Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and other Gulf countries on the invitation of their 
governments. He was treated as a high ranking leader and a guest of the Head of State. He gave public 
lectures and appeared in printed and electronic media and had audiences with the King and other Heads 
of state. I followed some of these events myself while studying at the Islamic University, Medina, 
Saudi Arabia. 
 
156 In a study of the religious debates of the early 1970s, Kamal Hassan (1975: 199) notes the dismay 
Nurcholish’s published views caused in some reformist circles, and he observes that some critics 
attributed his offending remarks to his modern education at Gontor, where ‘creedal matters’ were 
allegedly not given as much importance as linguistic competence. However, as van Bruinessen (2007: 
1985) argues, Gontor did not only produce liberal Muslim thinkers. Another graduate, whose fame has 
recently overshadowed even that of Nurcholish, is Abu Bakar Ba’asyir who was of Nurcholish’s 
generation, and remains one of the strongest advocates for the establishment of Islamic shari’a.   
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Ann Kull (1997: 323) counts Nurcholish Madjid as one of architects of the neo-

modernism in Indonesian Islam. She emphasises his ‘double education background’, 

i.e. the traditionalist Islamic education in pesantren and in a Western university 

system as shaping his intellectualism. This education, Kull notes, was one of the 

premises for the emergence and development of a neo-modernistic interpretation that 

advocates a contextualised ijtihad by consulting not only the Quran and Sunna but 

also traditional normative and intellectual sources. Madjid stressed the importance of 

not regarding these traditional sources as absolute authorities, but rather as efforts to 

reach solutions in their respective contexts. The conceptualisation of Islamic history 

in the contemporary Indonesian context was also an important feature of Madjid’s 

thought. He strongly advocated the distinction between the transcendent and 

immanent spheres of life, an idea which was misunderstood and misinterpreted by 

many, leading to controversy.157 

 

Madjid strongly advocated an Islam that is tolerant, inclusive and in favour of 

religious pluralism. He stressed the importance of the substance of belief rather than 

its outer form. By following taqwa, in a wider sense of the word, Nurcholish urged 

the individual to strive for a noble character and an awareness of personal 

responsibility towards God. Due to rapid social change in Indonesia, Nurcholish 

asserted an increasing personal need for spiritualism. He advocated new-Sufism as 

one possible response to this need (especially the form of new-Sufism pioneered by 

Ibn Taymiyya) (Ibid: 331). 

 

On the relation between Islam and science, Madjid noted that Western Europe, with 

contributions from other nations such as Japan and China, has led the world in 

modern science and technology. But contributions also came from nations in the 

                                                 
157 Commenting on Madjid’s intellectual life, Martin van Bruinessen (2007: 192-193) noted: “One of 
Gontor’s famous graduates was Nurcholish Madjid, arguably the most influential Muslim intellectual 
of the New Order period and the leading exponent of ‘liberal’ and ‘neo-modernist’ Islamic thought. 
Nurcholish’s ideas were controversial in the early New Order period, when his plea for ‘the de-
sacralisation of ossified institutions and habits of thought’ was considered by many as a betrayal of the 
political struggle of his elders and a selling out to the Suharto regime. Against those who called for an 
Islamic state, Nurcholish argued that Islam did not offer a distinct concept of the state and that there 
was no reason to reject ‘Western’ concepts such as liberal democracy if one could recognise Islamic 
values in them. He and a handful of his peers became firm defenders of religious pluralism, accepting 
the ‘people of the book’ (among whom he subsumed not only Christians and Jews but also Hindus and 
Buddhists) as brothers-in-faith with equal rights; they were committed defenders of the Pancasila state 
and the religious pluralism on which it was based.” 
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Middle East that professed Islam as their religion. This is evident from some of the 

words or terms used in science, such as algebra (fxـO9ا al-jabr), azimuth (���9ا al-

sumt), chemist (ا�9`�`�ء al-kimiya), and alcohol   (  L8ا�9ـ al-kuhl) (Madjid 1987: 275).  158 

 

On Madjid’s intellectuality Barton (2005), Kull (1997) noted that although trained in 

a madrasah as an Islamic scholar, he transcended the boundaries of that intellectual 

tradition and successfully combined traditional Islamic scholarship, a deep knowledge 

of the Koran, Islamic jurisprudence and Sufi mysticism, with critical modern thought. 
159 This creative synthesis of intellectual traditions gave him the tools to systematically 

rethink how Islam should be lived in the modern world. Specifically, by employing 

modern approaches to hermeneutics in the pressing task of ijtihad, or reinterpretation 

of the Koran, Madjid was able to demonstrate how best the core teachings of Islam 

can be applied in this modern age, congruent with, but not limited by, traditional 

understandings of Sharia, or Islamic law. He argued cogently that true godliness, in an 

individual and in a nation, comes from inner transformation, and not from an external 

force or the imposition of law.  

 

Madjid insisted on the power of education to transform individuals, and through them 

the world around them. His Paramadina foundation (which taught tens of thousands of 

evening and weekend seminar attendees the basics of Islam according to progressive 

and liberal perspectives) and the related Paramadina school and Paramadina 

university (which strives for high quality modern secular education) reflects this 

vision. Central to his understanding of education and the pursuit of knowledge was 

                                                 
158 To mark Nurcholish Madjid’s death, Greg Barton (2005) wrote an article in the Jakarta Post on 6 
September 2005 entitled “Peaceful Islam and Nurcholish’s lasting legacy”. He remarked that Indonesia, 
home to some of the most significant progressive Islamic ideas in the modern period, had lost one of its 
greatest thinkers just when he was needed most. History will remember him best for his profound 
rethinking of Islam eloquently set forth in hundreds of thousands of words of lucid prose. Barton 
further noted that Madjid showed Muslims and non-Muslims alike that religion does not need to be 
represented by political parties and defended by political campaigns for it to shape the character of a 
nation. According to Barton, Madjid’s great contribution lies in his deeply original and significant 
contribution to our understanding of how best religious faith can contribute to our very plural modern 
world.  
 
159 This new movement of thought represents the coming together of Islamic traditionalism, 
Modernism and Western education in a generation of thinkers from traditionalist backgrounds, who as 
youths obtained a pesantren religious education and then went on to undertake modern Western-style 
higher education. See other Barton’s article: “Indonesian’s Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman 
Wahid as Intellectual Ulama: The Meeting of Islamic Traditionalism and Modernism and neo-
modernist thought” in “Islam & Christian-Muslim Relations, Volume 8, Issue 3 October 1997 pages 
323-350. 
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the role of dialogue and open exchange both within the Islamic ummah and between 

ummah, or religious communities, including between the Muslim World and the West 

and between Muslims and followers of other faiths.  

 

Commenting on the educational system at Gontor, Madjid (see Wiryosukarto 1996: 

967) underlined two important elements of education, which contributed to the 

success of the Gontor’s santri: its discipline within the campus and freedom of 

thinking for the santri. While appreciating its educational system in general, Madjid 

made some pertinent comments on it. He asserted that although discipline is an 

important element in education, it should be based on the santri’s own awareness and 

not because of fear of punishment. He viewed the discipline at Gontor as somehow 

‘regimented’, which is, as he argued, against the principle of freedom of thought in 

liberal education.  

 

Here Madjid expressed the uniqueness that two different – even contradictory 

elements -- can stand side by side at Gontor i.e. the regimented discipline on one side, 

and the freedom of thought and non-sectarian commitment on the other. Madjid 

suggested that Gontor should keep up this system and develop it as it represents the 

unique character of Gontor. He made the following remarks (Ibid: 968): 

 

The result of education of freedom applied at Gontor will become very 
obvious when the santri complete their study at Gontor. This can be seen 
by the way the graduates of Gontor think: they were not interested in 
becoming engaged in ‘controversial religious issues’ (masalah 

khilafiyah). The result of an education with the ‘freedom in following a 
madzhab’ (pendidikan kebebasan bermadzhab) that Gontor adapts is 
recognized by many parties. In the past it was hard to accept this but 
now, on the contrary, there are many (institutions) that are interested in 
adapting this principle, which was born since the establishment of 
Gontor and taught to its santri. (Interview on 22 April 2005)  
 

2. Amin Abdullah: 

Professor Amin Abdullah was born in the regency of Pati, Central Java in 1953. After 

graduating from the KMI in 1972 he continued his tertiary education at ISID Gontor   

while teaching at the KMI. He graduated in 1977 and then continued his study at 

IAIN Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta for his Master degree. He obtained his PhD. in 



 238 

Islamic Philosophy from the Middle East Technical University in Ankara, Turkey. He 

conducted post-doctoral study at McGill University in Montreal, Canada.  He is the 

author of numerous books, including Religious Education in a Multi-Cultural and 

Multi-Religious Era; Between al-Ghazali and Kant: Islamic Ethical Philosophy; The 

Dynamism of Cultural Islam; and Islamic Studies in Higher Education.  He is also the 

author of dozens of articles, and frequently speaks at international seminars in Europe, 

the Middle East and Asia. 

He is currently serving a second term as the Rector of Sunan Kalijaga Islamic State 

University (UIN) in Yogyakarta, one of the leading Islamic universities in Indonesia 

with about 15,000 students.  While embarking on a new project to develop a modern 

curriculum for the UIN, Abdullah reiterated Imam Zarkasyi’s principles on Gontor’s 

curriculum: “The Gontor curriculum is 100% religious subjects and 100% 

general/secular subjects”. Abdullah argues against any rigid boundary between, in his 

terms, “al-Ulum al-Shari’iyyah” and “al-Ulum al-‘Aqliyyah”, that is, religious and 

scientific subjects (Zarkasyi Dimata Ummat 1996: 831).  

Abdullah is an Islamic philosopher who distinguishes normative Islam from historical 

Islam and advocates a new path for the Islamic philosophy of knowledge, one that is 

open to dialogue and integration with many different sources of knowledge.  

Internationally recognised for his role in promoting a modern, pluralistic and tolerant 

understanding of Islam, Abdullah helped lead Muhammadiyah from 2000-2005 when 

he served as Vice Chairman of its governing board.  According to Abdullah, 

Indonesia's network of State Islamic Institutes and Universities have long been at the 

forefront on issues such as interfaith dialogue and have contributed to improving 

overall relations between Islam and the West.   

 Conclusion 

Since its establishment in 1926, Pesantren Gontor has produced over 23,000 alumni.  

With the expansion of its campuses now in 15 different locations, Gontor is in a 

position to produce around 1,500 alumni, both male and female each year from its 

high school (KMI) and 300 undergraduate students from its university (ISID)160. 

Meanwhile, there are now 221 pesantren established by the Gontor alumni. There is 
                                                 
160 Interview Hasan Abdullah Sahal, 15 Feb. 2007 
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currently no data on how many graduates these pesantren produce every year. 

However, if we make a conservative estimate that on average of the Pesantren Alumni 

produce just twenty five graduates each, this would amount to some 5,525 graduates 

annually. If we add this to the number of graduates of Pesantren Gontor, the total 

would be around 7,000 graduates from the “Gontor pesantren family” every year. 

Pesantren Pabelan in Magelang, Al-Amien in Madura and Darul Qalam in Gintung, 

Banten are examples of the Pesantren Alumni that have successfully produced 

scholars and intellectuals who have emerged to join the Prominent Santri.  

 

Different personalities and sometimes contrasting ideas and views of the Gontor 

alumni, along with their affiliation to different and competing organisations suggests 

that this pesantren has implanted a spirit of freedom of thinking and self-confidence in 

its students. Students at Gontor are neither dictated to nor indoctrinated to follow 

certain views or ideologies. They have been taught to tolerate and respect views that 

may be different to theirs.  Their presence in different positions in various walks of 

life has indeed formed an influential group of prominent santri within the Muslim 

community in particular, and in the Indonesian community in general. 
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CONCLUSION 

  
To me, Pondok Modern Gontor is everything. I was born, I work and 

die for this pesantren. To me, Pondok Modern Gontor is a trust from 

God, my parents, the ummah and the nation. Although I knew that in 

the capital city (Jakarta), there were many who nominated me to be a 

minister, but I prefer to serve in this pesantren. I am sure with the will 

of God from this pesantren there will be born scholars and leaders of 

the ummah who are qualified and respected, let alone to be ministers. I 

am like a shoemaker; the noblest job for a shoemaker is making and 

repairing shoes. For a kyai, the noblest and preferred work is to teach 

and be in the pesantren to prepare and improve the nation's future 

generations. 

 

(Imam Zarkasyi in Ridwan 2006: 13-14). 161 
 
 

 
1. From Rashid Ridha-Mohammad Abduh to Gontor  

The Islamic schools of thought that existed in the Middle East in the early nineteenth 

century had a very gradual but significant influence on the development of Islam in 

Indonesia. The transformation of religious, ideological and political thought which 

occurred in this period slowly culminated in shaping the terrain of religious and 

political thought in modern Indonesia. Reformist figures such as Muhammad Abduh 

and Rashid Ridha, to mention just two, have become key points of reference in the 

Indonesian Islamic compendium of social thought and movements. This can be traced 

through the emergence of modernist movements in the country such as 

Muhammadiyah and PERSIS and their subsidiary organisations for education, youth 

and students. 

 

Through the path of education where prominent Indonesian Muslim scholars 

graduated, i.e. Al-Azhar and Dar-ul Ulum in Cairo, before the latter was incorporated 

into Cairo University, we can see the influence of Muslim thinkers such as Rasyid 

                                                 
161 “Bagi saya, Pondok Modern Gontor adalah segala-galanya. Saya lahir, bekerja dan mati untuk 
pondok. Bagi saya, Pondok Modern adalah amanah dari Allah, orang tua, ummat dan bangsa. 
Sungguhpun saya tahu bahwa di ibukota (Jakarta) banyak yang mencalonkan saya jadi menteri, tetapi 
saya lebih memilih berkhidmat di pondok ini. Saya yakin, insya Allah, dari pondok ini akan lahir para 
ulama dan pemimpin ummat yang mumpuni dan disegani, apalagi sekedar menjadi menteri. Saya ini 
ibarat tukang sepatu. Pekerjaan yang paling mulia bagi seorang tukang sepatu adalah membuat dan 
memperbaiki sepatu. Bagi kyai, pekerjaan yang paling mulia dan utama adalah mengajar dan berada di 
pondok untuk mempersiapkan dan memperbaiki generasi masa depan bangsa.” 
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Ridha and Muhammad Abduh on religious thought in Indonesia. Abdul Kahar 

Muzakir and Mahmud Yunus (who graduated from Cairo) made exemplary 

contributions to the process of the modernist transformation that took place in 

Indonesia through education. Abdul Kahar Muzakir established Universitas Islam 

Indonesia/U.I.I. (Islamic University of Indonesia) in Jogyakarta, and Mahmud Yunus 

established Kulliyat-ul Muállimien Tawalib al-Islamiyah (The Tawalib Islamic 

College) in Padang, West Sumatra. Although the UII and Tawalib, as they are 

popularly known, do not affiliate with Muhammadiyah - the Central Body of 

Modernist Muslims in Indonesia - the two men are renowned in Indonesia for being at 

the forefront of Muslim Modernists. It is from Tawalib that Imam Zarkasyi, one of the 

three founders and leaders of Pesantren Gontor and the main architect of its 

modernity, graduated in 1935.  

 

2. The Link and Transformation of the Spirit of Modernism  

When Imam Zarkasyi returned from Sumatera in 1936 after teaching for one year in 

Medan, North Sumatera, his brother Ahmad Sahal had already been teaching at 

Pesantren Gontor from its establishment in 1926. Ahmad Sahal established Pesantren 

Gontor after returning from Pesantren Termas, a traditional pesantren located in 

Pacitan, East Java. The presence of his younger brother Imam Zarkasyi, a student of 

Mahmud Yunus, brought ‘a new blood and spirit of modernism’ to Islamic education 

in Indonesia through Pesantren Gontor. Imam Zarkasyi asserted that Gontor applies “a 

modern system in its teaching method” but upholds the “pesantren tradition and 

spirit” in its daily operation; in his own words: “although Gontor is modern, yet it 

remains traditional” (see Chapter Three).  This is perhaps one of the key 

characteristics in which Pesantren Gontor has been viewed as unique and this is one 

of the key features of the Gontor Model.  In my view this is a result of how carefully 

and skilfully Imam Zarkasyi managed to translate into a reality one of popular terms 

and principles within the pesantren world, known in Arabic as  k�rا�9��9 وا >e7c9ا :�� P���8�9ا

���r7 اe7O9�o“almuhafadzatu ala al-qadim al-salih wa’l akhdzu bi’l jadeed al-aslah” 

:Maintain that which  is old and good  and embrace that which  is new and better.   
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As predominantly rural based Islamic educational institutions162, pesantren have a long 

history in contributing to the national development of the population, especially in 

moral values and character building. In their political aspect pesantren have played a 

remarkable role before the advent of Indonesian independence, where they were 

known as a resistance base for Muslim freedom fighters against the Dutch rulers. In 

modern times, the graduates of pesantren have come to hold key positions in the 

executive, legislative and judicial areas, (as evident in Chapter Seven). No less 

important is the role of pesantren in community development, especially in the rural 

areas where pesantren are typically located. Unlike schools or other public 

educational institutions, pesantren have played dual, triple and even quadruple 

pronged roles in society. This partially explains how pesantren have managed to 

survive amidst various challenges throughout their history. 

 

Their ability to survive can be seen as resting on two characteristics: the first is the 

position of the Kyai, the leader of a pesantren who usually possesses strong links to 

the surrounding community; the second is the rural location of pesantren where there 

are strong communal and individual relationships amongst community members, 

despite their economic disadvantages.  Studies conducted on pesantren such as An-

Nuqayah in Madura with its development of the barren land program, Maslakul Huda 

in Kajen, Pati with its program of a community-based economy suggest that 

charismatic Kyai not only provide a role model for morality, but also play an 

important role  in the development of social welfare in the community (Nur Syam 

2005: 81). 

 

My aim here has been to emphasize that pesantren, apart from their great contribution 

to the nation by creating prominent santri, are directly involved in helping the 

development of local communities. This development includes the economic, social, 

religious and other services which pesantren offer to the surrounding community that 

are not provided by other institutions. In this respect I have also pointed out the 

crucial role of NGOs, which have paved the way and assisted pesantren in offering 
                                                 
162  In accordance with their traditional character, pesantren have long been based in rural areas. 
However with the development over time, some pesantren have been established in urban areas, some 
even in the middle of large cities, such as Jakarta. This is due to specific circumstances, such as the 
residence of the Kyai and a piece of land available for building the campus.  In such cases the pesantren 
tend not to retain all the major characteristics of those established in rural areas.   
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services to surrounding communities. By helping pesantren, the NGOs have also 

benefited themselves by acquiring more direct links with the community.  This was 

not always such an easy task for the largely city-based NGOs. 

 

3. Gontor is Modern, yet Remains Traditional 

The Introduction to the thesis and the discussion of Pesantren Gontor from Chapter 

Three to Chapter Seven have examined points that render Gontor as one of the most 

successful pesantren in Indonesia. Gontor’s famous attribute “Modern yet remains 

Traditional” represents perhaps one of the unique concepts in the pesantren world.  

 

The Department of Religious Affairs in Indonesia has classified pesantren into three 

categories: traditional, modern and a mix between the two (Departemen 

Agama/DEPAG: 2004: 147). The definition of “mixed pesantren”, according to the 

DEPAG applies to a pesantren that adopts a traditional system known as sorogan and 

bandungan (as discussed in Chapter Two), but for the main part, applies its 

curriculum as a separate school system from either a madrasah or a secular school. Its 

flexibility and difference is seen by allowing its santri to attend a school outside the 

pesantren or a school that was established by the pesantren itself.  Either way, what 

we see here is “two separate regimes” of traditional and modern within one pesantren.  

 

When Pesantren Gontor makes its claim to be “modern but remaining traditional” as 

Imam Zarkasyi (1996: 3) suggests, this does not mean that Gontor adopted two 

systems as an essentialist methodology, but rather neither of them. It is rather a 

distinctly different system in its own right, an integrated system that “unifies and 

merges the two systems into one.” All lessons are delivered in classrooms in the 

morning and the afternoon, and sometimes even in the evening. The subjects taught 

cover religious, secular and skill training. The concept of “24 hour curriculum” is the 

key ingredient that makes the system work well as an integrated organisation, with all 

students living on campus. The daily and weekly ‘after hours’ students’ activities on 

the campus are part of this curriculum, which includes: sport, music, arts, speech 

delivery practice, writing exercise, scouts and other activities that give students 

training and practice that contributes to ‘personality shaping and skill development’ 

based on the notion of community education (pendidikan kemasyarakatan). Gontor’s 
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Kyai have insisted that their claim to modernity lies in the pesantren’s system of 

education, not in the contents or substance of the subjects taught, especially in respect 

to religious content. This is, (as discussed in Chapter Three) one of the factors that 

make pesantren Gontor responsive to the demands of society to provide sustained 

education. 

 

The leadership of Zarkasyi provided a fine example of the high level of commitment 

shown by a Kyai to the pesantren that he helped establish and led. This is evidenced 

by the political turmoil erupting in the archipelago in the mid to late 1940s when 

many Kyai left their pesantren to seek a safer and better life and position in cities.  

Although Zarkasyi had been given a position as high-ranking official at the 

Department of Religious Affairs in Jakarta, he decided to return to Gontor after just a 

few years in the position. He was determined to continue his mission in education, 

although the Department and his colleagues wished him to stay in the capital city (see 

the quotation at the beginning of this chapter).  

 

The strong and continued relationship between santri and Kyai after santri leave the 

pesantren, which represents one of the characteristics of pesantren education, has been 

illustrated in Chapter Four.  The following is a note of personal experiences recorded 

by Kafrawi Ridwan (1996: 24-5-6).163 In December 1977, while visiting Jakarta, 

Imam Zarkasyi stayed at Ridwan’s house. A celebration was conducted at the 

presidential palace on the occasion of the birth of Prophet Muhammad s.a.w. and 

Ridwan, because of his position at the Department of Religious Affairs, was 

responsible for the welfare of his VIP guests. He asked Zarkasyi to come along to 

attend the celebration. As he had not been part of the original invitation list however, 

Zarkasyi felt uncomfortable attending. After Ridwan convinced him that he would 

accompany and look after him, he agreed to come, but refused to sit in the VIP’s guest 

area when he was asked to do so by Ridwan. 

 

                                                 
163 The Record is part of a collection of articles written by Kafrawi Ridwan titled: “Santri Inklusif: 

Menguak Pemikiran dan Jasa Kyai, Guru dan Sahabat”, published by Penamadani Jakarta 2006. The 
record covers three periods of Gontor’s development: the early stage (1947), and the later period of his 
study at Gontor (1948), and after leaving Gontor (1952). 
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Ten minutes before the start of the program, Idham Chalid, a Gontor alumnus and 

then Chairman of Nahdlatul Ulama and of the People’s Consultative Assembly 

(Majelis Permusyawaran Rakyat) entered the hall and sat next to the chair reserved 

for President Soeharto. Ridwan approached Chalid to welcome him and advised him 

that Zarkasyi was present and was sitting at the back. Chalid quickly moved from his 

seat towards Zarkasyi and shook hands with him and both had an emotional 

conversation, Ridwan noted. As President Soeharto entered the hall, the conversation 

was cut off and Chalid advised Ridwan to arrange a meeting for him the next day with 

Zarkasyi. 164 

 

4. Gontor in the Second Generation 

As discussed in Chapter Five, it is a common practice in pesantren when the founder 

and leader of the pesantren dies that the eldest son of the Kyai (or sometimes a son-in-

law) would succeed to lead the pesantren. This usually happens with the decree and 

will of the Kyai before his death, or with consensus among the children left behind by 

the Kyai. But there are also cases where disagreement among the descendants of the 

Kyai occurs; this may end up with another son establishing a different pesantren. This 

can happen when there is no direction from the Kyai during his lifetime on the matter 

of succession, or when the first son is not qualified to lead the pesantren due to lack of 

knowledge or for another reason. Although a separate foundation is usually 

established to manage the pesantren, in some cases the family members of the Kyai 

also manage this foundation. While the issue of leadership succession is really vital to 

guaranteeing the future survival of pesantren, there is no unilateral procedure or 

process by which the transfer of authority should take place.  

 
What is most about the development of Pesantren Gontor is that it has achieved such 

great progress in a short period of time during the second generation (or post Trimurti 

leadership.) One of the three leaders, Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi (2005: 72-3) notes 

that soon after their appointment by Badan Wakaf the new leadership team was 

greeted with a fair degree of doubt and scepticism by the community, especially 

                                                 
164 This meeting took place after a number of years of not having communication with each other due 
to a crisis after the riots that took place at Gontor on 11 March 1967 as outlined in Chapter Four. There 
was no information on how the meeting went and the subsequent impact on their relation.   
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among the alumni. However, as he claims, guided by the vision and idealism laid by 

the Trimurti and with strong determination and full reliance on God, the new 

leadership was able to quickly establish their credibility, and transform the initial 

doubt and hostility of the community. He further notes that during this second era of 

leadership Gontor was continually developing new initiatives. These included the 

establishment of Gontor branches at Banyuwangi (1990), at Madusari Ponorogo 

(1990) and Kediri (1993); the Pesantren Cooperative (1996); the establishment of the 

Campus for Girls at Mantingan (1998); the Center for Management Training and 

Community Development (1998); the Gontor branches at Magelang (2000) and the 

second Campus for Girls at Mantingan (2001). The most important initiative was 

probably the establishment of a separate campus for the Darussalam Institute of 

Islamic Studies (ISID) at Demangan, Ponorogo.   

 

Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi (Ibid: 75) also recalls that on the last Friday before his 

father Imam Zarkasyi passed away that he had delivered a speech in front of the 

students at the mosque addressing them in the following manner: “If later on I die, 

this pesantren, by the will of God will continue to progress. With soul and philosophy 

of life deeply rooted in this pesantren, which, if they are well practiced, with the will 

of God, Gontor will progress. But it is important to be careful in taking new steps.”  

Abdullah Syukri elaborates that this spirit of ‘being careful’ does not mean to be slow 

or too selective in taking initiatives. On the contrary, this idea has motivated the new 

leadership to take more constructive initiatives for the progress of Gontor, guided by 

the principles laid down by its founders which have become part of the Sunnah 

(tradition) of this pesantren.         

 

5. Pesantren’s Specialty, its Educational Values and Mission 

As an educational institution each pesantren has its specialty. A parent would tell his 

or her son if he wanted to deepen his study on Nahw and Sarf (Arabic grammar and 

Morphology) he should go to Pesantren Lirboyo, Kediri.  If he opted to specialize in 

Tafsir al-Qur’an (the study of Quránic Commentary) he should go to Pesantren 

Termas, Pacitan or if he opted to be conversant in Fiqh (religious jurisprudence) he 

should go to Pesantren Buntet, Cirebon. Each specialty reflects the knowledge 

background of the Kyai, the leader of a particular pesantren. This is because the role 
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and leadership of the Kyai in his pesantren is so dominant. In the case of Pesantren 

Gontor, the strong discipline within the campus and the intensive use of Arabic and 

English by students in their daily conversation do reflect Imam Zarkasyi’s personality 

and his own background of study. It is not uncommon to hear parents say they wanted 

their son or daughter to study at Gontor so that he or she could go to Cairo or 

Madinah for tertiary education. 

 

As elaborated in Chapter Six, one of the factors that makes Gontor sustainable and 

successful in attracting more students, apart from its modern system, is its upholding  

of  the ‘pesantren spirit’ (jiwa pondok/pesantren). A common perception among the 

Muslim middle class (i.e. those who can afford to send their children to study away 

from home) is that they want their children to obtain a quality secular education but 

without relinquishing religious values and norms. They see a pesantren such as 

Gontor being able to fulfil this goal.  The findings of Lance Castle’s research 

conducted in 1964 suggested that the parents who send their children to Gontor were 

predominantly middle class farmers who live in villages and business people from 

small and medium sized towns (Castles 1965: 11).  

 

The norms and values preserved and maintained at Gontor and some of the Pesantren 

Alumni have been well articulated and positioned. The Pesantren Al-Amien in Madura 

states these Basic Values to include: 

 

1. Basic values of Islam: whatever is implemented and practiced at this pesantren 

is always inspired by and based on the teachings and values of Islam where the 

Qurán and the Hadith (tradition of Prophet Muhammad) are its sources. The 

motivation and intention of the founders and leaders of the pesantren are to 

undertake the tasks of Islamic Dakwah in continuing the works of the Prophets 

and the Apostles of God. 

2. Basic values of culture of the Nation: in accordance with its historical 

background the Islamic values developed in this pesantren are synchronised 

with the values and culture of the nation.  

3. Basic values of Education: Pesantren Al-Amien was established to provide 

education and training for the Muslim community who will be part of the  f`�

9���س � fأ� P=أ khoira ummatin ukhrijat linnas (the best ummah ever raised up 
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for mankind)165; those who have the quality in their faith, knowledge and deed 

(imaniyah, ilmiyah and amaliyah). This aim will be achieved by producing 

scholars and preachers who will dedicate their life for the Islamic Dakwah. 

4. Basic values of Struggle and Sacrifice: the Kyais and teachers of pesantren Al-

Amien have to be fully aware that their task at this pesantren is a great 

struggle which needs a large sacrifice. They should never think that they are 

here to look for worldly pleasure and enjoyment; on the contrary the values of 

struggle and sacrifice should become the basis of their daily activities 

(Pesantren Al-Amien 1996: 78-9). 

 

These values form the basis and spirit for all students and teachers’ activities in the 

pesantren. As discussed in Chapter Four, these values that emanate from Gontor have 

been translated into a kind of unwritten set of rules or laws known as sunnah pondok, 

literally, the tradition or convention of pesantren which characterises mainstream 

pesantren. The daily life of students at the pesantren is governed by these unwritten 

rules and laws.  For example Pesantren Al-Amien (1996: 79) formulated the daily 

operation of its students’ activities on campus on the principle of cooperation and self 

government: “everything was originated from, implemented by, and for the students 

enshrined by the spirit of togetherness and on the mutual benefit of ‘give and take ’.”   

 

Among the missions of pondok pesantren as discussed in this thesis is to give an 

education to the youth in order to shape their personality and to give them knowledge. 

The education at the pesantren, as formulated by Pesantren Al-Amien in keeping with 

the Gontor model is to cover the area of faith and piety, manners and behaviour, civic 

and community affairs, knowledge and intellectuality, leadership, organization and 

management, teaching, skill and self reliance, sport and health, arts, scouts, and 

women’s affairs (the latter for female students).  

 

When pesantren started to emerge in the early days the surrounding community was 

often sceptical toward this institution. This was certainly the case for Ahmad Sahal 

when he established and started teaching at Gontor in 1926.  The surrounding 

                                                 
165 This phrase is borrowed from part of a verse in the Quran 3:110, which says:  س���9 � fأ� P=أ f`� >lآ� 
 ¡�o نi�=}mو f���9> ا�ن i��mوف وf?�9�o ونf=wm “You are the best ummah ever raised up for mankind. You 
enjoin with goodness and forbid from the evil and you believe in God”.  
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community at Gontor and neighboring villagers showed apathy and cynicism to what 

he did. They were living lives that were far from upright and virtuous, and they were 

occasional in their following of religious teachings (see discussion in Chapter Two). 

A similar reaction was also seen when Gontor intended to develop a reputable Islamic 

University the community voiced doubts about the potential success of the plan.    

 

This attitude of apathy and doubt at the time was understandable if we refer it to the 

old perceptions of some traditional pesantren, in which there is a dichotomy in the 

community’s mind between what they knew as ‘traditional pesantren’ and the 

‘modern university', that is, between the unrestricted loyalty of santri toward a Kyai 

and the academic freedom of a university campus; between the kitab kuning and 

modern literature. There was a widespread perception that the sincerity and humility 

that was deeply rooted in pesantren could not keep pace with the developments in the 

modern world. However, this perception has gradually shifted as pesantren 

continually and consistently embrace change and demonstrate their ability to adapt to 

technological and social progress, as well as responding to the needs of the 

community. 

 

Muhammad Basyuni (2005: viii) elaborates on the strengths of pesantren which make 

them sustainable and transformable to become educational institutions with quality, 

self-reliance and accountability. He summarises this in seven points: Firstly: a 

Pesantren is deeply rooted in the community because it was born, grows and develops 

from and for the community itself.  Second: its high sense of belonging comes from 

the heart felt responsibility of the community toward pesantren. Third: its high sense 

of self-sufficiency and responsiveness to social changes is a result of long experience. 

Fourth: the pesantren depends on the existence of a long established broad network of 

family and alumni. Fifth: its function is as a guardian of community morality and its 

ability to act as a bridge between state and community. Sixth: the preservation of 

noble values in pesantren, such as sincerity is essential to the pesantren. And seventh: 

the pesantren continues to receive financial support from the community.  
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6. Note on the “Success” of Pesantren Gontor 

There are around 14,000 pesantren in Indonesia. Of these 14,000, Pesantren Gontor 

has been marked out as a great “success”, according to ten variables set out below. 

Those variables are summary of what has been discussed and analysed in Chapters 

Three to Seven  and represent part of the original findings of this thesis that have been 

identified in the Gontor Model: 

• The number and range of students. Dhofier argues that throughout Java people 

classify pesantren institutions into minor, medium and major pesantren. These 

categories are based on the number of students and their region of origin, the 

type of books used for teaching, the size of the complex, as well as other 

factors.  Some major pesantren enjoy a popularity that attracts students from 

many parts of Indonesia. Dhofier further notes that in contemporary Java, 

there are at least two pesantren of this kind: Pesantren Tebuireng and 

Pesantren Gontor (Dhofier: 1999: 5, 19 & 25).  Whereas a “normal” pesantren 

may have a few students from overseas, Gontor has students from a range of 

countries: Australia, Brunei, Holland, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, Somalia, 

Suriname, Thailand and the United States. In the year 2004, 78 students from 

overseas were studying at Gontor. (Wardun, 2004: 9).  Wardun (2006: 45) 

notes that the number of students from overseas by the end of 2006 was 103. 

 

• The quality as well as the quantity of Gontor students is striking. The 

graduates of Gontor are recognised for their above average performance in 

their studies and social activities at various universities, at home and abroad. 

They are also eligible for admission to government and non-government 

higher educations in Indonesia and abroad particularly in universities in the 

Middle East (Pendidikan di Pondok Modern Gontor, 2000: 1).   

 

• Linked to this is the highly successful degree of caderisation of its students.  

This is achieved through a program of overseas study from which former 

students return to fulfil a role as teachers. Kaderisasi (caderisation) is also one 

of the Five Plans (Panca Jangka) of the Pesantren Gontor. Wardun (2004) 
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notes that cadres of Pesantren Gontor are studying at various universities 

abroad including the Islamic University in Medina, the Al-Azhar University in 

Cairo, the Punjab University in Punjab, the International Islamic University 

and the National University of Kuala Lumpur and Manchester University in 

Manchester. Those who have finished their study are now teaching in the 12 

existing campuses. The data available at Gontor (Latar Belakang Akademis 

Guru KMI Gontor: 2000: 2) outlines 117 of the cadres teaching in Pesantren 

Gontor in the year 2000 are graduates of the above and other universities at 

home and abroad. 

 

• The quality and quantity of physical infrastructure has also been a great 

success, particularly when compared to other pesantren. Most pesantren 

consist of a single campus. Gontor has fourteen campuses, ten in Java, two in 

Sulawesi, one in Lampung, one in Aceh and one in West Sumatera.  These 

campuses are directly under the management of Pesantren Gontor. (as distinct 

from the more than 200 pesantren established by the alumni of Gontor).  

 

The main campus in Gontor in 2005 stands in stark contrast to the image 

presented in Lance Castles’ classic article written forty years earlier and based 

on a four day visit in October 1964. According to this article, Pesantren 

Gontor had only one campus at Gontor, and most buildings and facilities were 

simple. They were old, and some were made of bamboo and inadequate for 

their purpose. Now the scene is one of a small town in the middle of villages. 

Permanent and modern buildings with facilities including indoor and outdoor  

sports facilities, an auditorium, two libraries, a computer centre, a language 

laboratory, a medical centre, two hotels, a printing and photographic studio, a 

radio station and a grand mosque standing in the middle of the campus. The 

Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies (ISID) also has it owns campus near to 

the Gontor main campus, with all facilities and infrastructure of an academic 

institution, including hostel for male and female students. 
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• A further aspect of Gontor’s success is its longevity. A characteristic failing of 

pesantren is the tendency to fade following the death of the founding Kyai. By 

contrast, Pesantren Gontor has accelerated its progress since the death(s) of its 

founder(s): Zainuddin Fananie (1967), Ahmad Sahal (1977) and Imam 

Zarkasyi (1985). Each section of the “Panca Jangka” they envisaged has 

shown remarkable success. 

 
• The philosophy or religious orientation. Although people refer to Pesantren 

Gontor as a “modern pesantren” (Pondok Modern), the Kyais of Gontor 

themselves claim that it will always adhere to Jiwa-Pondok (the spirit of 

Pondok-pesantren), which they summarized in Panca Jiwa (Five Spirits) listed 

as Keikhlasan (Sincerity), Kesederhanaan  (Simplicity), Mandiri (Self 

Support), Ukhuwah Islamiyah (Islamic Brotherhood), and Kebebasan 

(Liberty), (Dasuki 1974) (discussed in Chapter Six). During his visit to Gontor 

in 1964, Mohammad Hasan Al-Baqoury, the then Minister of Awqaf 

(Endowment) of Egypt stated that “he was impressed by this (Gontor) 

pesantren not because of its buildings or the big number of its students, but 

because he has faith in the deep and far sighted vision of its founders” (A 

Short Description of Pondok Modern Gontor, 1964: 23). 

• In terms of political and religious inclinations, Pesantren Gontor has 

maintained a strictly neutral position. It is not affiliated to any 

(political/religious) group and in its religious teachings, it maintains non-

sectarian principles. Students are taught to be broadminded through the 

provision of comparative study in subjects such as theology and fiqh 

(jurisprudence). The non-partisan and non-sectarian position of Pesantren 

Gontor in both political and religious inclinations has had positive results, 

particularly in the support provided by all groups toward Gontor. A further 

example is provided from the list of alumni. As noted in Chapter Seven, many 

of them are or were activists in different organisations such as the HMI and 

PMII, of PII and IPNU and of NU and Muhammadiyah. 
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Prior to the presidential election in 2004, while some pesantren received visits 

from individual presidential candidates, Gontor was alone in being visited by 

them all. These visitors included Megawati Soekarnoputri, Hasyim Muzadi, 

Hamzah Haz, Amien Rais, Susilo Bambang Yudoyono, Wiranto and Agus 

Sholah.  It is interesting to note that although the visits were intended by each 

candidate to gain support, the Gontor leaders in meeting with these candidates, 

stressed the neutrality of the pesantren in the coming election. It was up to the 

individual student to make up his/her mind and to make his/her choice. 

 

• Its source of funding. One of the four institutions whose syntheses inspired the 

establishment of Gontor was the Al-Azhar University in Cairo, which, apart 

from being known as a centre of excellence, also owns a considerable source 

of funding in the form of land endowments and property investment, making it 

the most self supporting educational institution in the Islamic world. Gontor 

holds to the principle that it should not rely on student fees to fund its 

operational activities. The fees paid by students are only to cover education 

and teaching activities. In the long run, it aims to provide student scholarships 

to cover the cost of their study.  
 

Gontor has made significant progress in this area. When it was established in 

1926 Gontor possessed only a small piece of land donated by the founder, 

Ahmad Sahal. The growth in land acquisition has been remarkable. Apart of 

ownership of land, Pesantren Gontor has also embarked on business ventures 

with some degree of success as shown in the list in Chapter Three. 

 
7. Recognition from the Egyptian Government 

As part of recognition by the Egyptian government of the success of Gontor, the 

Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak presented an honorary award to the Leader of 

Pesantren Gontor Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi who was invited to Cairo to receive the 
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award on 14 December 2006. The following is a quotation form ANTARA 166 News in 

Cairo (14/12/2006):  

“Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi, head of the Gontor Modern Islamic Boarding 
School has received an honorary award from the Egyptian Government. 
The award was presented to him by Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak at 
the International Conference Building, in Cairo, coinciding with the 
commemoration of the Birth of the Prophet Muhammad s.a.w. The 
commemoration was part of the 18th Islamic Supreme Council 
International Conference held in Cairo in which 74 countries participated. 
At the conference Indonesia was represented by the Minister of Religious 
Affairs Muhammad Maftuh Basyuni, an alumnus of Gontor. Muzammil 
Basyuni, the Charge d'Affaires of the Indonesian Embassy in Cairo (a 
Gontor’s alumnus) remarked that the honorary award represented the 
acknowledgement of the Egyptian Government of the Gontor’s significant 
role in education. He said that several Egyptian Muslim leaders and the 
Egyptian ambassador to Indonesia had earlier visited Gontor to closely 
look at the education system in that school. Grand Sheik of Al-Azhar 
University Prof. Dr. Muhammad Sayed Tantawi will visit Indonesia to 
attend the 80th anniversary of Gontor in May 2006 at the invitation of 
President Susilo B. Yudhoyono.” 

 
8. The Creation of Prominent Santri  

Apart from Gontor’s significant institutional achievements, its most remarkable 

success lies in the status and activities of its alumni.  As expressed by the then 

Minister of Religious Affairs Malik Fajar (see Chapter Four) on the role of the Gontor 

alumni in public life, van Bruinessen (2008: 194/201) also stresses the important role 

of the Gontor alumni: 

   Gontor graduates, in other words, dominate the current landscape 
of Indonesian Islam. And just as Gontor’s individual alumni can be 
found almost across the entire spectrum from ‘fundamentalists’ to 
‘liberal’ Muslims, the secondary pesantren established by Gontor 
graduates and inspired by the Gontor model also vary considerably 
from each other. Some of these acquired fame in their own right, 
such as that of Pabelan, which was pioneered community 
development experiments and the use of ‘appropriate technology,’ 
and that of Ngruki, renowned as a centre of Islamic radicalism.  

 

On the one hand, Gontor’s alumni have played a major role in the civil and political 

life of Indonesia over the last several decades. On the other, they have formed a very 

solid and active alumni association IKPM (Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern - the 

Family Association of the Pondok Modern). In 2006, the Gontor’s alumni association 

                                                 
166 ANTARA is Indonesian Official News Agency 
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IKPM had 91 branches in Indonesia, spread out over 26 provinces and some countries 

in the Middle East and Asia. There are  branches in Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, 

Brunei, Songkhla (Thailand), Jeddah, Medinah, Riyadh, Mekkah, Cairo, Islamabad 

and the Hague (Majalah IKPM Ed 22/1998 and Profil Gontor 2006: 96). 167  Regular 

conferences are held every five years to elect a new Board of Central Committee and 

one every three years at the Branch level. The last three national conferences were 

held at the Gontor campus in 1993, 1999 and 2004. There are also regular meetings 

between IKPM members and frequent visits by the Central Board Committee to the 

regional branches. 

Gontor’s alumni hold important positions in Indonesian civil, political, intellectual 

and religious life. Following the last general election in 2004, more alumni of 

Pesantren Gontor were elected as members of parliament at the Central, Provincial 

and Regional Legislative Councils. (Ref. to the list of the alumni in Chapter Seven 

and Appendix 10). 

 

On the academic achievements of the alumni, data available in 1999 (Santri Gazette, 

November 1999: 7-8) suggests that 25 alumni obtained PhD degrees, and 45 alumni 

were PhD research students in different universities at home and overseas.  There 

were also six staff of Pesantren Gontor who obtained their PhD degree from 

universities in Indonesia and abroad. In view of the achievements of its alumni (as 

detailed in the previous chapter), Pesantren Gontor has indeed made a significant 

contribution to the creation of a host of prominent santri within Indonesian society.   

 
9. Gontor and the Future of Pesantren 

Pesantren are an integral part of Indonesia’s academic and intellectual realm. In 

relation to the phenomenon of dynamic modernisation, this thesis has argued that 

pesantren carry two simultaneous responsibilities: as (Islamic) religious educational 

institutions, and as organs of the community responsible for social development and 

managing change. Like other academic and education institutions, each pesantren has 

                                                 
167 Many new branches have been established since I conducted research in 1996, either in Indonesia or 
overseas, including one in Damascus.  
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its own individual characteristics. But they all share, to some degree, responsibility to 

be relevant and responsive to developments and challenges in contemporary life and 

to counter social phenomenon which have a negative impact on human life. To these 

ends, the religious subjects taught at pesantren must be interpreted and connected to 

modern life. 

 

The system of learning they adopt should function not only to study Islamic 

jurisprudence and other religious matters, as Haidari and Hanif (2006: 77) have 

suggested, but seek to expand their scope to be centres of educational excellence. 

Their curriculum and teaching methodology should be both present and future 

oriented, broadly encompassed by the phrase ‘cultural and scientific approaches of 

pesantren’ (upaya kultural keilmuan pesantren). Understanding critical texts in a 

dynamic and inclusive fashion: salihun li kulli zaman (Ar. ز=�ن L�9 �9�� acceptable 

and applicable at any time) is an essential part of this approach.   

 

Pesantren Gontor has pioneered this kind of reform in educational systems within the 

pesantren tradition. In addition to introducing a new system and learning method—

grade system, textbook, and non-religious subjects in the curriculum—Pesantren 

Gontor has functioned as a medium to disseminate ideas of Islamic reformism. This 

became the basis of creating ‘new santri’ familiar with the spirit of modernism and 

progress, which contributed to a powerful and prevailing discourse in Indonesia.  

Distinct from the types of pesantren that offer classical religious learning through a 

kyai-centric system, Gontor provided a new religious perspective to respond to 

modernity. Unlike pesantren whose function was largely to reproduce the fabric of the 

ulama, from its inception, Gontor identified itself as a modern educational institution, 

applying freedom of thought (including madhab plurality), relying on effective and 

efficient management, and valuing modern ideas of progress (kemajuan).  As 

Jamahari and Burhanuddin (2009: 1) assert Imam Zarkasyi sought to fashion a new 

group of santri who could master religious and secular knowledge as well as the 

various life skills needed by the changing community.  

 

It is in this foundational design that the significance of Pesantren Gontor can be 

understood. Gontor has created a network of prominent santri who identify and 

embody the social and religious possibilities of a modern pesantren. It is in this sense 
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that Pesantren Gontor has been of central importance to the reform of Islamic 

education and Islamic thought not only in Indonesia, but, to some degree, in the 

Muslim world as a whole. Some of the chief contributors to contemporary Muslim 

discourse in Indonesia have passed through this institution, and will doubtless 

continue to do so. In producing highly influential santri, Pesantren Gontor represents 

one of the most successful examples of Islamic educational reform characterised by 

its own unique model. 

 

This paragraph is to conclude the main finding of this thesis, that through the 

implementation of what I call it the Gontor Model, Pesantren Gontor has pioneered in 

establishing a network of its alumni that contributed significantly to the creation of 

Prominent Santri in Indonesian society as stated by the title of the thesis. 
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Glossary 
 
 
Abad Century: a period of one hundred years  
 
Abangan   nominal Muslim 
 
Adat    Arabic ‘adah: custom, tradition 
 
Ahlul kitab Ar. people followers of the holy books: Jews and 

Christians 
 
Ahlus Sunnah wal Jama’ah (those who follow the tradition of Prophet Muhammad 

and the (consensus of the) community) 
 
Amal saleh Ar. ‘amal sholih i.e. good deed. The term is used for 

any good deed done without expecting materialistic 
return, but a reward from God in the Hereafter 

 
Amir Ar. leader 
 
Anggaran Dasar (A.D.) Statutes 
 
Anggaran Rumah Tangga  
(A.R.T.)  Bylaws 
 
Asas tunggal sole foundation   
 
Asrama   hostel, boarding house 
 
Babad    story of the ancient  
 
Badan Wakaf  council of endowment i.e. the highest authority body at 

pesantren Gontor whose memberships are senior alumni 
 
Bahs al-Masail a discussion group attended by senior ulama within NU 

to determine the ruling of a certain issue and to discuss 
the relationship between the established Islamic 
teachings and different aspects of modern life  

 
Balai pendidikan  educational institution 
 
Bandungan a method to study religious text in pesantren where 

students in a group listen and follow the Kyai’s reading 
by writing the meaning of new and difficult word on his 
book 

 
Baris-berbaris to line up and march  
 
Batavia   the name of Jakarta during the days of Dutch rule 
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Berkat    Ar. barakah: blessing 
 
Bid’ah a new innovation in religious practice considered by the 

modernist as part of shirk 
 
Bilik small room 
 
Cerdas-tangkas literally means smart and capable: a quiz/competition to 

test student’s general knowledge and personal capability  
  

Da’wah bil-hal  Ar. Islamic preaching through community works 
 
Da’wah   Ar. Islamic preaching 
 
Daarus salaam   Ar. Abode of peace 
  
Dalang    master of the shadow puppet  
 
Dewan Mahasiswa  University Student’s Council 
 
Dunia kenyataan  the world of reality  
 
Fiqih    Ar. fiqh i.e. Islamic jurisprudence 
  
Funduq   Ar. hotel, hostel, boarding house 
  
Hablun min-Allah   Ar. relationship between people and God  
 
Hablun min-an-nas  Ar. relationship between people and people  
 
Halaqah Ar.  circle: religious circle where the students sitting in 

a circle and the Kyai/teacher delivers lesson to them  
 
ICMI (Ikatan Cendikiawan Muslim Indonesia): Association of 

Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals 
 
Ijtihad Ar. reasoning: an exercise to find out religious 

injunction on certain issue not explicitly stated in the 
available Islamic references. The opposite is Taqlid 

 
IKPM (Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern) i.e. Association of 

the Alumni of Pesantren Gontor 
 
Jihad hard work 
 
Kaderisasi   caderization, forming cadre  
 
Karama  Ar. a gift in the form of a special ability given by God 

to the waly (saint) 
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Kejawen   religious practice among the Javanese  
 
Khittah Ar. strategy 
 
Khutbat-ul-arsy Ar. the sermon of opening, speech given by the Gontor 

Kyai to the santris to mark the beginning of the school 
year  

 
Kitab kuning literally means yellow book:  book in Arabic script used 

in the pesantren milieu 
 
Kuno    antique 
 
K.H.  (Kyai Haji). Kyai is a Muslim Scholar (Ulama), who 

usually leads or teaches at a pesantren. 
Haji is a title given to a Muslim who has performed 
pilgrimage to Mekka, the Muslim holy city in Saudi 
Arabia. 
 

LP3ES (Lembaga Penelitian, Pendidikan dan Penerangan     
Ekonomi dan Sosial): Institute for Social and Economic 
Research, Education & Information  

 
LSMI (Lembaga Swadaya Masyarakat Islam): Institute for    

Self-Reliant Islamic Community 
 
Madrasah   religious Islamic school 
 
Madzhab school of thought in Islam: Hanbali, Maliki, Shaf’ii and 

Hanafi 
 
Mahkamah al-Lughoh Ar. Language court 
 
Mandiri   self reliant 
 
MPR (Majlis Permusyawaratan Rakyat): The People's 

Consultative Assembly 
 
Muktamar Alam Islamy Ar. Muktamar al-Alam al-Islamy: World Islamic 

Conference 
 
Ngaji Javanese: study religious subjects using yellow books 

usually begun with learning to read the Qur’an 
 
Ng`eng`er Javanese: to stay and live in someone’s house without 

paying rent/cost, in return to help the landlord with 
unpaid work  
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NU Ar. Nahdlatul Ulama: the awakening of the religious 
scholars (Ulama) 

 
Nyai    the wife of Kyai or Female leader of pesantren for girls 
 
P3M (Perhimpunan Pengembangan Pesantren dan 

Masyarakat): the Indonesian Society for Pesantren and 
Community Development 

 
Panca Jangka five plans, i.e. the development strategy of Gontor 

which covers five areas: education, caderization, 
finance, endowment and building construction, and 
welfare of its staffs and their families 

 
Panca Jiwa Pondok the five spirits introduced at pesantren Gontor that cover 

sincerity, humility, self-reliance, Islamic brotherhood 
and liberty (keikhlasan, kesederhanaan, berdikari, 

ukhuwah Islamiyah dan kebebasan).  

 

Panca Sila Sanskrit word: Five basic principles as Indonesian State 
Ideology: 1) Belief in the one and only God, 2) Just and 
Civilized Humanity, 3) The unity of Indonesia, 4) 
Democracy guided by consensus arising out of 
deliberations amongst representatives, 5) Social justice 
for the whole of the people of Indonesia.  

 
Perdékan from the word ‘merdéka’: free i.e. a city or region 

exempted by Dutch ruler from paying tax and in return 
they have to look after a tomb or an educational 
institution 

 
Pesantren Islamic boarding school 
 
Pesantren Alumni  pesantren established by the alumni of Pesantren Gontor 
 
 
Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Charter  of   the  Endowment’s  Handover  of  Pesantren 
Pondok Modern  Gontor 
   
Pondok   Ar. Funduq: boarding house, hut  
 
Porseni   Pekan Olah Raga dan Seni: Week of Sport and Art 
  
Ruwak boarding house for students at Al-Azhar University in 

Cairo 
 
Santri Student who studies and usually boards at pesantren 
 
Prominent Santri  Graduate of pesantren who enjoys a better life or holds 

a high position in society 
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Sekularisasi secularisation 
 
Senam physical exercises 
 
Shariah Ar. the Islamic law 
 
Sheikh Ar. title given to graduate of tertiary religious studies in 

the Middle East  
 
Shirk an act of associating God with anything else and 

considered in Islam as a sinful action: polytheism 
 
Sorogan Ar. a method to study religious text in pesantren where 

each student individually reads a book and the Kyai 
listens to the reading and corrects any mistake   

 
Sunnah pondok tradition of pesantren (Gontor) equivalent to unwritten 

rules and disciplines to be observed by the santri 
 
Tarbiyatul Atfal  Ar. Kindergarten 
 
Tasawuf   Ar. Tasawwuf: Sufism, Islamic mysticism 
 
Tilawah   Ar. Recitation (of Al-Qurán) 
 
Trimurti “Three as one” originally from 3 gods in Hinduism, 

term used to describe the cohesive attributes of the three 
founders of Pesantren Gontor. 

 
Ukhuwah Islamiyah  Ar. Islamic brotherhood 
 
Ulama    scholar in religious (Islamic) studies 
 
Ummat   Muslim community or population 
 
Wali    Ar. Walyy: saint 
 
Wali Sanga Nine Saints who were known for their works in 

spreading Islam in Java  
 
Wardun  ‘Warta Dunia’: World News of Pesantren Gontor: a 

magazine published annually at Gontor at the end of 
each school year 

 
Wayang kulit   shadow puppet  
 
Windu    a period of eight years 
 
Wiraswasta   non-government employment 
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Yayasan Wakaf Foundation of Endowment, i.e. an institution operating 

under Badan Wakaf Gontor for maintenance and 
expansion of the Gontor’s endowment  

 
Zikir & Wirid Ar. Zikr & Wird: Remembrance of God by reciting and 

repeating the names of God and His attributes as written 
in the Qur’an and the Hadith 
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APPENDIX 

 

Appendix 1: Gontor Publication 

 

1. Anggaran Dasar Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor. (Bylaws, Council of 

Endowment, Pondok Modern Gontor, 1960), 25 pages. The Bylaws cover the 

rules and regulation of the Endowment Council of Pesantren Gontor (Badan 

Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor), including the authority of this body, the 

election of its Board, its regular meetings etc.  (to be referred to in thesis as: 

AD Badan Wakaf). 

 

2.  Sejarah Balai Pendidikan Pondok Modern Gontor, (History of Pesantren 

Gontor, 1962), in three Volumes, 510 pages. Detailed account on the history 

of Pesantren Gontor and its relation with Pesantren Tegalsari, its establishment 

in 1926, its development from the pre Indonesian independence until 1960s. It 

was written by a team of Gontor’s senior teachers headed by a historian Hasan 

under the guidance and supervision of Gontor’s leaders. There is no record 

when the writing started but it finished in 1962. There is no reference to 

materials the writing is based on, but the volumes are very useful literatures to 

find data and information on the development of Pesantren Gontor. The book 

was not published as the writing hasn’t become final. (short title in thesis: 

Sejarah Gontor). 

 

3.  Laporan Ringkas Perkembangan Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor untuk 

Musyawarah Besar (Mubes)  IKPM di Jakarta, 1964 (A brief report on the 

development of Pesantren Gontor to the Grand Meeting of the Alumni 

Association of Pesantren Gontor in Jakarta, 1964), 35 pages.The report covers 

the development of Pesantren Gontor which includes the status of the Gontor 

founders and the Badan Wakaf after 1958, the progress of education and 

teaching, the caderitation, the funding and the new Institute of Darussalam 

(Laporan Perkembangan Gontor). 

 

 



 280 

4.  A Short Description of Pondok Modern Gontor and its Darussalam 

University, (in English, 1965), 30 pages. General and basic information about 

Pesantren Gontor including the motivation of its establishment, the meaning of 

Pondok and Modern, the progress achieved in the field of education and 

finance. It elaborates the students’ activities, the association of the alumni, and 

impression given by visitors (Gontor Short Description). 

 

5.  Kumpulan Pidato Akhir Tahun KH Imam Zarkasyi (Collection of Speeches of 

Imam Zarkasyi at the end of school year, 1976), 37 pages. A reminder to 

students on how to spend their holiday, mainly focused on etiquette and 

general information about Pesantren Gontor. (Pidato Zarkasyi). 

 

6.  Anggaran Dasar & Anggaran Rumah Tangga Ikatan Keluarga Pondok 

Modern (IKPM) Gontor Ponorogo Indonesia (Bylaws and Statuette the 

Association of the Gontor Alumni, 1978), 14 pages. Rules and regulation on 

the operation of the Family Association of Pondok Modern (Ikatan Keluarga 

Pondok Modern) Gontor. (AD & ART IKPM). 

 

7.  Kumpulan Pidato dan Sambutan dalam Perayaan Kesyukuran Setengah Abad 

Pondok Modern GontorPonorogo Indonesia (Speeches and Words at a Half 

Century Anniversary of Pesantren Gontor, 1978), 68 pages. Collection of 

Speeches delivered by Gontor leaders and dignitaries and guests attending the 

Half Century Anniversary of Pesantren Gontor in 1978. (Pidato Setengah 

Abad) 

 
8. Serba serbi tentang Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor (Particulars about 

Pesantren Gontor, 1987), 88 pages. Introduction on Pesantren Gontor from a 

series of lectures (level 2) delivered by Gontor leaders to the senior students 

and students of Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies which covers core 

information on Pesantren Gontor. These including the history and philosophy 

of Gontor, its development and aims to be achieved.  (Serba serbi Gontor). 

 

9.  Wasiat, Pesan, Nasehat & Harapan Pendiri Pondok Modern Gontor Imam 

Zarkasyi dan Ahmad Sahal (Will, Message, Advise and Hope of the Founders 
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of Pesantren Gontor Imam Zarkasyi and Ahmad Sahal,1988), 25 pages. 

Message and Advise given by Ahmad Sahal and Imam Zarkasyi to students of 

year 6 on the day of graduation, before they leave the pesantren focused on 

personality, social behavior, leadership etc. to be model role in the society. 

(Nasehat Pendiri Gontor). 

 

10.  Pidato Pimpinan Pondok Modern Gontor Memperingati Delapan Windu 

Pondok Modern Gontor (Speech of the Leader of Pesantren Gontor at the 64 

years Anniversary of Pesantren Gontor, 1991), 23 pages. Speech was 

delivered on 22 July 1991 explaining the short history of Gontor and its role 

during the fight for Indonesian independence, its non-alliance stance and 

upholding of the pesantren spirit, and Gontor development in education, 

infrastructure and funding. (Pidato Delapan Windu) 

.  

11. Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor: Peringatan Delapan Windu 3 June 22 

July 1991 Dalam Sorotan Pers (The 64 years Anniversary of Pesantren 

Gontor 3 June-22 July1991 in Media Coverage, 1991), 257 pages. A collection 

of clipping from various media coverage on the 64 anniversary of Pesantren 

Gontor in Indonesia held from 3 June till 22 July 1991. (Delapan Windu dlm 

Sorotan Pers). 

 

12. Al-Bayan al-Mujaz ‘an Ma’had al-Tarbiyah al-Islamiyah al-Hadithah Gontor 

(A Short Description                        =?�7 اP`ofl9 ا�P`=|t اil i¥ P¦e789رx9`�ن اy i�9�> ا

of Islamic Educational Institution Gontor, in Arabic, 1991), 38 pages.      

General and basic information about Pesantren Gontor including the 

motivation of its establishment, the progress achieved in the field of education 

and finance. It elaborates the students’ activities, the association of the alumni, 

and impression given by visitors. (Al-Bayan al-Mujaz). 

 

13.  Diktat Kulijah Umum dalam Pekan Perkanalan di Pondok Modern Gontor 

(Public Lectures at Introduction Week at Pesantren Gontor, 1993), 136 pages. 

Lectures on the introduction of Pesantren Gontor: What is it, who owns it, 

what is its political tendency, what its aim, etc. (Kuliah Pekan Perkenalan). 
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14. Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor Ponorogo (Charter of 

Pesantren Gontor’s Endowment Handover, 1994), 18 pages. Official 

Document of the Handing over of Pesantren Gontor legal ownership from its 

Founders (Trimurti) to the Board of Endowment of Pesantren Gontor whose 

membership are the prominent alumni of Gontor. The handover took place at 

the 32 years anniversary of Pesantren Gontor in 1958. This event ended the 

right of the heirs of Pesantren Gontor founders to inherit any asset of the 

pesantren.  (Piagam Penyerahan Wakaf ). 

 
15.  Statuta Institut Studi Islam Darussalam (ISID), Pondok Modern Gontor 

(Statutes of the Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies, Pesantren Gontor, 

1995), 46 pages. Rules and Regulation on the operation of Darussalam 

Institute of Islamic Studies, Pesantren Gontor.  (Statuta IPD Gontor 

 

16. Khuttah al-Dirasah wa al-Manhaj al-Tafsily, Pondok Modern Gontor              

 ) Pgر�il i¥ درنi= 7ق�� ��`�sl9وا���9¤ ا  Ptا79را (  

(Study Plan and Curriculum in details, Pesantren Gontor, in Arabic, 1995), 

159 pages. It covers all subjects taught in every level from year 1 to year 6 

 and how many times each subject taught in every week during the year. 

(Khuttah Dirasiyah Gontor). 

 

17.  Kalender Akademis / Non-Akademis Pondok Modern Darussalam Gontor 

1997/1998 (Academic and Non-Academic Calendar of Pesantren Gontor 

1997/98), 36 pages. Day-to-day Program of Academic and Non-Academic 

nature at Pesantren Gontor for the academic year 1997/1998. (Kalender 

Gontor)  

 

18.  Kegiatan Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern (IKPM) dan Data Alumni, Pondok 

Modern Gontor (Activities of the Association of Gontor Alumni and Data on 

the Alumni, 1998), 38 pages. Records of some activities of the Alumni 

Organisation (IKPM) throughout. Indonesia and the locations of the alumni. 

(Data Alumni). 

 

19.  Pusat Inkubator Agribisnis Pondok Modern Gontor (Incubator Center of 
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Agribusiness, Pesantren Gontor, 1999), 40 pages. Explaining the meaning of 

the term, the program and strategy for its implementation. (Pusat Inkubator). 

 
20.  Profil Pondok Modern Gontor (Profile of Pesantren Gontor, 2006) Second 

edition, 161 pages, first edition 2004. Covers the history of Gontor since 1926, 

progress and development in education, funding and infrastructure including 

campus expansion, important events that took place until the end of 2006, the 

pesantren of the alumni and the association of the alumni. (Profil Gontor). 

 

21.  Magazines and Bulletins 
 

• 1939 Wardun Gontor, published annually at the end of School year 

(World News of Pesantren Gontor (Each issue in 3 languages: 

Indonesian, English and Arabic; In Indonesian 74 pages, English 57 

pages, Arabic 49 pages). Warta Dunia Pesantren Gontor, a full report 

of one year activities at Pesantren Gontor with colorful pictures. 

(Wardun) 

 

• 2000 Buletin IKPM published monthly, (Bulletin of the Association of 

Gontor Alumni), 44 pages. A media of communication between 

Pesantren Gontor and its alumni. It covers development and activities 

of the Alumni Association and the development of Pesantren Gontor.  

(Buletin IKPM Gontor) 

 

• 2004 Majalah Gontor, a commercial magazine published monthly, 

(Gontor Magazine) 80 pages. A Commercial magazine presents 

articles on Education, Economy, Health, Management, Family life, 

important news from Islamic world etc.  (Majalah Gontor). 

 

• 1999 Santri Gazette, published monthly by the Jakarta Alumni of 

Gontor, (Santri Gazette), 18 pages. A small bulletin published by the 

Gontor alumni from Jakarta. (Santri Gazette). 
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22. Websites: 
 

• Gontor website: Gontor.ic.id   

1. Last updated on 09/06/2007 

2. It gives an up to date information and news on Pesantren Gontor, its short 

history, records on important events and provide contact between alumni 

members.   

• and www.angelfire.com/oh/gontor/ - 9k 

 1.   Set up on 10/0611997 

 2.   Basic information on Pesantren Gontor. 
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Appendix 2: Maps 
 
Map 1: Central & East Java 
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Map 2: Map of Indonesia showing the location of Gontor campuses 
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Map 3: Map of Indonesia and countries where Gontor santri originated 
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 Map 4: Gontor Main Campus  
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Figure 5: Explanation to the Map of Gontor Main Campus 
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Appendix 3: Charter of Handover of Gontor Endowment 
 

PIAGAM PENYERAHAN WAKAF  
PONDOK MODERN GONTOR  

 
Bismillahirrahamanirrahim 

 
Pada hari ini tanggal 28 Rabi’ul Awwal 1378 H. atau tanggal 12 Oktober 1958 M. 

jam 10.30 bertempat di Aula Pondok Modern Gontor Ponorogo, dengan disaksikan 

oleh Wakil Perdana Menteri Republik Indonesia, Menteri Agama, Wakil Ketua 

Parlemen I, Wakil Kepala Staf Angkatan Darat, Gubernur Jawa Timur, Panglima 

Brawijaya, Pembesar-pembesar Civil/Militer Madiun dan Ponorogo, Kepala Desa 

Gontor, Wakil Ahli Waris Pondok Modern, Wakil-wakil dari Badan Pendidikan 

Islam, Pers, Radio, Pelajar-pelajar, bekas Pelajar dan Wali Pelajar Pondok Modern, 

telah dilakukan penyerahan wakaf “Pondok Modern” antara: 

 

Pihak Pertama 

1. K.R.H. Ahmad Sahal, Partikelir, berumah di desa Gontor, Kecamatan Mlarak, 

Kabupaten Ponorogo 

2. R.H. Zainuddin Fanani, Pegawai Tinggi Kementrian Sosial, bertempat tinggal 

di Jakarta 

3. K.R.H. Imam Zarkasyi, Partikelir, berumah di desa Gontor, Kecamatan 

Mlarak, Kabupaten Ponorogo. 

 

Pihak Kedua 

1. K.H. Idam Chalid     9. Abdullah Syukri 

2. Ali Murtadlo    10. Hadiyin Rifa’ie  

3. Shoiman BHM   11. Amsin    

  

4. Ghozali Anwar   12. Moh. Thoif    

5. Letnan Kolonel Hasan Basrie  13. Marako Rouf 

6. H. Mahfudz    14. Al-Muhammady 

7. Kapten Irchamni   15. Abdullah Mahmud 

8. Aly Saifullah 

Masing-masing sebagai anggota Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern (I.K.P.M.). 
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Pihak Pertama menyerahkan harta benda seperti tersebut dibawah ini sebagai Wakaf 

Pondok Modern kepada Pihak Kedua, berupa: 

 

1. Tanah kering seluas 1,740 ha (perincian terlampir) 

2. Tanah basah (sawah) seluas 16,851 ha (perincian terlampir) 

3. Gedung-gedung sebanyak 12 buah beserta peralatannya (perincian terlampir) 

 

Dengan syarat sebagai berikut: 

1. Badan Wakaf Pondok Modern Gontor sebagai Lembaga Pendidikan Islam 

harus tunduk kepada ketentuan-ketentuan Hukum Agama Islam, menjadi amal 

jariyah dan tempat beramal, 

2. Bahwa Pondok Modern harus menjadi sumber Ilmu Pengetahuan Agama 

Islam, Bahasa Al-Qur’an/Arab, Ilmu Pengetahuan Umum dan tetap berjiwa 

Pondok, 

3. Bahwa Pondok Modern harus menjadi lembaga yang berkhidmat kepada 

masyarakat, membentuk karakter/pribadi ummat, guna kesejahteraan lahir dan 

batin, dunia akhirat, 

4. Bahwa Pihak Kedua berkewajiban: 

a. Memelihara dan menyempurnakan agar Pondok Modern menjadi 

Universitas Islam yang bermutu dan berarti. 

b. Mengusahakan agar Pihak Kedua mempunyai Akte Notaris dimana syarat-

syarat dan peraturannya dengan jelas ditetapkan dalam waktu yang 

sesingkat-singkatnya. 

 

Pihak Pertama menyatakan, bahwa mulai hari ini dan tanggal penyerahan tersebut 

diatas, anak cucu beliau-beliau turun-temurun, tidak mempunyai hak memiliki harta 

benda wakaf Pondok Modern sebagai ahli waris.  

 

Pihak Kedua menyatakan telah menerima Wakaf Pondok Modern dari Pihak Pertama, 

dengan sanggup memenuhi segala syarat-syarat dan kewajiban-kewajiban yang 

tersebut diatas. 

 

Hal-hal yang berkenaan dengan penyelesaian administrasi penyerahan Wakaf Pondok 

Modern, akan diselenggarakaan dalam waktu yang sesingkat-singkatnya. 
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Gontor, 28 Rabi-ul-Awal 1378 H /12 Oktober 1958 M. 
 
Tanda-tangan Pihak Pertama     Tanda-tangan Pihak 
Kedua 
 
    Tanda-tangan para Saksi 
 

 
English Translation: 
 

Charter of the Handover of  

Pondok Modern Gontor Endowment 

 

In the name of Allah the Most Gracious the Most Merciful 

 

On this day, 28 Rabi’ al-Awal 1378 H (Islamic Calender) or 12 October 1958 

AD at 10.30 am at the Auditorium of Pondok Modern Gontor Ponorogo, 

witnessed by the Deputy Prime Minister of the Republic of Indonesia, Minister 

of Religious Affairs, First Deputy Chairman of the Parliament, Deputy 

Commander of the Army, the Governor of East Java, the Commander of East 

Java’s Division of the Army, High Ranking Officials Civilian and Army from 

Madiun and Ponorogo, Head of the Village of Gontor, representatives of the 

heirs of the founders of Pondok Modern Gontor, representatives of Islamic 

Educational Institutions, Media, Radio, students of Pondok Modern Gontor 

and their parents and the alumni, the handover of the endowment of Pondok 

Modern Gontor has been conducted between:  

 

First Party: 

 1. Kyai Raden Haji Ahmad Sahal, self employed, residing at the village of  

 Gontor, Mlarak, Ponorogo 

                      2. Raden Haji Zainuddin Fananie, High Ranking Official at the Department  

      of Social Affairs, residing in Jakarta 

                      3. Kyai Raden Haji Imam Zarkasyi, self employed, residing at the village of    

      Gontor, Mlarak, Ponorogo. 
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 Second Party: 

1. Kyai Haji Idham Chalid, 2. Ali Murtadlo, 3. Shoiman Lukmanul Hakim, 4. 

Ghozali Anwar, 5. Lieutenant Colonel Hasan Basrie, 6. Haji Mahfudh, 7. 

Kapten Irhamni, 8. Ali Saifullah, 9. Abdullah Syukri, 10. Hadijin Rifa’ie, 11. 

Amsin, 12. Mohamad Thoif, 13. Marako Rauf, 14. Al-Muhammady, 15. 

Abdullah Mahmud,  

 Each person is as a member of Ikatan Keluarga Pondok Modern IKPM). 

 

The First Party entrusts the wealth and property stated below as the 

Endowment (Wakaf) of  Pondok Modern, to the Second Party, in the form of: 

1. Dry land of 1,740 hectares (details enclosed) 

2. Rice field of 16,851 hectares (details enclosed) 

3. Buildings of 12 units with their equipment (details enclosed) 

 

Thus under the following conditions: 

1 The Endowment of Pondok Modern as an Islamic Educational Institution is 

subject to the rules of Islamic Law, to be dedicated as a’mal jariyah (an act 

which carries everlasting rewards) and as a venue to conduct amal salih (good 

deeds), 

2 Pesantren Modern Gontor has to become a Source of Islamic knowledge, 

language of Al-Qur’an/Arabic and general knowledge, and must always 

maintain the spirit of  the pesantren, 

3 Pesantren Gontor has to become an Institution which serves the community, to 

shape the character and personality of the Ummah for physical and spiritual 

welfare, in this world and in the Hereafter.   

 

The Second Party has an obligation to do the following: 

a. To maintain and strive so that Pondok Modern will become a high-quality and 

meaningful Islamic University, 

b. The Second party will make an effort to acquire a Corporate Act where the 

requirements and rules are detailed at the earliest possible time.  
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The First Party declares that from the stated day and date of the handover, 

their descendants, as the heirs, have no right of ownership of the wealth and 

property of the Endowment of Pondok Modern.     

 

The Second Party declares that they have accepted the Endowment of Pondok 

Modern from the First Party and are ready to fulfil the requirements and 

obligations as mentioned above. 

 

Anything related to administrative matters for the handover of the Endowment 

of Pondok Modern will be finalised in the shortest time possible.  

 

Dated Gontor, 28 Rabi’ al-Awal 1378 H / 12 October 1958 AD 

 

Signed by the First Party                                     Signed by the Second Party 

 

Signed by the Witnesses: 

1. Raden Rahmat Sukarto, 2. Kyai Haji Idham Chalid, 3. Kyai Haji Mohamad 

Iljas, 4. Kolonel Mohmad Syarbini, 5. Raden Samadikun, 6. Raden Harjogi, 7. 

Kyai Haji Nawawi, 8. Haji Hasjim, 9. Mohamad Sofwan Hadi, 10. Marzuki, 

11. Kyai Haji Sjukri , 12. Ahmad Zainuddin, 13. Alwi Mukri. 
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Appendix 4: 
 

List of the OPPM’s Departments and their tasks  
 
 

Below is the list of Departments under the OPPM and the responsibilities tasked 
under each Department (The Wardun (1994: 6-9) :  

 
• Secretariat: 

Apart from doing routine tasks acts as a motor of the organisation, this section also 

conducts training courses in skills related to the administrative field, such as 

correspondence and typing. 

• Treasurer: 

OPPM finances are centralised in this section. This includes finance of the students’ 

cooperative, students’ canteen and students’ catering (to provide three meals daily for 

the students). 

• Education and Training: 

This section’s main task is to organise extra-curricular aspects of students’ 

educational activities. These include: 

o Organising ‘afternoon courses’ for year 1 to year 3, i.e. allocating classrooms, 

setting a timetable and allocating teachers for each class. (Teaching at Gontor is 

divided into two semesters. During the first semester, students in years 1 to 3 are 

taught by students of year 6 and in the second semester they are taught by students 

of year 5 as the year 6 students prepare for their final exam. The afternoon classes 

are meant to give students of year 6 teaching practice before they go to the final 

exam). 

o To organise and supervise weekly public speaking practice in 3 languages: Arabic 

language on Thursdays before noon, English language on Thursday evenings and 

Indonesian language on Sunday evenings.  The students are divided into groups, 

each group supervised by a senior student of year 6 for the first half-year and of 

year 5 in the second half-year for the same reason as above. 

o To organise discussion groups for students of year 5 and 6 who are not assigned to 

supervise speaking practice.  

o To organise a special course for recitation of the Qur’an, in conjunction with 

Jam’iyat al-Qurra’ (Association of Qur’an reciters). 
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o To assist the Guardian council in setting the timetable for the Imam for daily 

congregational prayer and for Friday service.  

o To supervise public speaking competitions in 3 languages: Indonesian, Arabic and 

English. 

o To organise and supervise Qur’anic recitation competitions between sub branches 

of the student organisation. 

 

• Library: 

o Responsibility for taking care of the library. 

o To encourage students to make use of the library regularly by setting a timetable 

for each group of students to visit the library.  

o To organise an article-writing competition and providing a prize to the winner. 

o To organise a Book fair. 

o To organise coursework concerning library management for senior students. 

 

• Central Language Enforcement: 

Among the tasks of this section is to establish discipline among students in using 

Arabic and English languages in daily conversation and to improve the standard of 

these languages, through activities such as: 

o Supervising and guiding language clubs (groups of discussion) 

o Conducting a Quiz competition between clubs 

o Supervising weekly conversation practice 

o Conducting  Theatre in both languages 

o Conducting an annual competition between ‘Wall Magazines’ published in every 

branch of the OPPM in Arabic and English 

o Conducting a competition in poem reading 

o This section also runs an institution called ‘Language Court’ (Arabic: ‘Mahkamah 

al-Lughoh’( }¸xt�¹ـــ¢{ ا� ) tasked with trying those caught communicating in a 

language other than Arabic or English. 

 

• Information: 

o To read daily announcements at the mosque after Maghrib/evening congregational 

prayer and Friday service 
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o To hang newspapers and other publications on boards provided at different 

locations on the campus 

o To relay News broadcasts from Radio and TV to all dormitories to enable students 

to listen to news. At intervals this section also relays radio broadcasts of music 

and other entertainment programs. (Students are not allowed to have their own 

radio or television on the campus). 

 

• Health: 

Responsible for management of the Policlinic, including: 

o To arrange a timetable for doctors and nurses on duty 

o To organise the supply of medicine as directed by the doctors 

o To organise the provision of an ambulance 

o To organise Dentist check-ups for groups of students 

 

• Sport: 

o To organise timetables for games and supervise clubs in various sport branches, 

which include: football (soccer), basketball, volleyball, table tennis, tennis, 

badminton and tug raw. The facilities available for these sports are: football 5 

fields, basket ball: 5 courts, volley ball 3 courts, table tennis 10 tables, badminton 

10 courts, tennis 1 court and tug raw 3 courts. 

o To organise regular competitions between clubs and invite similar clubs from 

outside the pesantren to play against Gontor. Among these are competitions 

between the alumni pesantren. 

o To organise groups for athletic practice and regular competition between branches 

of the OPPM. 

 

• Music/Arts: 

o To organise tuition in guitar, piano, organ, painting, carving, home decoration, 

drama/ play and calligraphy 

o To organise timetables and supervise the practice of music clubs 

o To organise competitions in the above subjects, in singing and reading poems in 

three languages: Indonesian, Arabic and English. 
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• Vocational Training: 

Most after-hours activities on campus are aimed to provide skills training to students 

relevant to their future life in the community. This training is given by different 

sections in the pesantren depending of its field/area.  This section of OPPM takes 

charge of some of those activities which include: 

o Developing students’ skills in areas/subjects not taught at the school through 

coursework, training and practical work. The skills taught cover different areas, such 

as electronics, painting, writing artistic letters, plaiting, shirt printing, how to make an 

aquarium and how to make soap 

o In conjunction with the department of Art, occasional exhibitions of student 

art. 

• Photocopy Centre:    

Apart from providing a photocopy service for students with nominal fees, this section 

also sells stationary and manufactures cards. 

 

• Photography: 

This section is to serve students’ photo needs, such as: ID photos, photos for any 

event involving an individual or group (class, club etc.), or to cover any event for the 

pesantren as a whole. From time to time, it also organises photo exhibitions of 

important historical or current events at Gontor and sells copies to the public. 

 

• Student Canteen:    

This section is in charge of running canteens on the campus, selling basic foodstuffs 

to students. It employs 20 staff. Students are not permitted to purchase food from 

outside the campus, partly to help enforce discipline and to ensure healthy food.   

 

• Students Cooperative: 

This section is in charge of a ‘mini-shopping centre’ selling items from stationary to 

clothes to cover students’ basic needs.  

The turnover of the cooperative in 1999 totalled Rp1,412,212,900, equivalent to 

A$256,766.00, providing a profit to the pesantren of Rp265,066,000.00, equivalent to 

A$48,227.00.  (Magazine WARDUN Gontor 1999: 15).  
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• Catering Cooperative: 

This section is in charge of providing three daily meals for students. Twelve other 

small catering services are mostly run and managed by the family of senior teachers 

who live on the campus.  

At the end of the academic year 1999, some 4000 people on campus (in addition to 

visitors) required daily catering. Students are not allowed to cook by themselves or to 

eat off-campus. To cater for these demands food suppliers have been appointed, 

largely from the surrounding community and alumni. 

 

• Laundry: 

The task of this section is to provide washing and ironing services for students and 

guests. This department has created employment for some villagers.  

 

• Security:  

In general, this section is responsible for establishing and maintaining discipline for 

santri on campus, including: 

o appointing a duty roster from among the students for each building and at the 

entrance gate to the campus during day and night,  

o Issuing written permission for students who wish to go to the city or visit a 

relative for a compelling reason, 

o Conducting reconciliation between disputing students. (Fighting and theft are 

considered major offenses at Gontor).   

 

• Guest reception: 

The main task of this section is to receive visitors coming to Gontor, whether parents/ 

guardians of the students or any other visitors who come as individuals or as a group.  

It is a policy of Pesantren Gontor that all visitors who come to Gontor are provided 

with free accommodation and food on campus with shared facilities. Visitors who 

come to Gontor for the first time are taken to see the campus by the staff of this 

section. The committee may organise a meeting-reception with all students or with 

senior students only, depending on the guest/s. 
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• Park and Environmental Affairs: 

The responsibility of this section is to look after the Environment in and around the 

campus. Among its tasks are maintenance of the park, the cleaning of the yard and 

general cleaning of the campus. In performing these tasks it cooperates with other 

branches of OPPM. Occasionally it also sells second hand clothes and other things 

from and to students. It also employs cleaners.  

 

• Computer Centre, Publishing, Printing House, and Radio Station 

Other services provided for and managed by the students include:   
 

o Darussalam Computer Centre. This Centre provides services to students for 

computing needs in research, including internet communication; it also 

conducts courses in computer skills. On the main campus, offices are located 

in four different places for the convenience of the students.  

 

o Darussalam Printing and Publishing House. The printing and publishing 

service is vital in serving Gontor’s needs not only for the main campus but 

also to serve the need of other campuses located mainly in the Ponorogo and 

Madiun areas. Apart from serving the needs of the pesantren it caters to the 

needs of student organizations and individuals. The House is directly under the 

management of the teachers and senior students.  

 
o The Suargo Radio Station. Established in 1998, Gontor’s own Radio Station 

presents spiritual and religious talks, entertainment programs and provides 

opportunities for communication and talk back between students and the 

general public. The broadcast reaches out to a radius of about 100 km on the 

frequency FM 102, 7 MHz. 
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 309 

 



 310 

Appendix 6:  

LIST OF IKPM BRANCHES 
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Appendix 7: 

List of Pesantren Alumni
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Appendix 8: 
 

List of some of the Gontor Prominent Alumni and their past/current 
positions  

 
� Abdul Kahar Harisumarno (The late) 

Supreme Prosecutor at High Court Surabaya 
 

� Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi (K.H., Dr. Hon) 
One of the current leaders of Gontor 
Son of Imam Zarkasyi, one of the Gontor’s founders 

 
� Abdurrahman Mohammad Fachir   

Ambassador to Egypt 
 

� Abdurrahman Partosentono (Prof) 
Professor and Deputy Rector, UIN Jakarta 

 
� Abdussalam Panji Gumelang (K.H.)  

Founder and Head, Pesantren Al-Zaytun, Indramayu, West Java 
 

� Abu Bakar Baasyir (K.H.)   
Founder and Head, Pesantren Al-Mukmin, Ngruki Solo. 

   Head, Majlis Mujahidin Indonesia 
 

� Ahmad Rifa’i Arif (K.H., the Late) 
Founder and Head, Pesantren Darul Qalam, Gintung, Banten 

 
� Amin Abdullah (Prof, Dr)   

Rector, State Islamic University (UIN) Sunan Kalidjaga  
       Yogyakarta 
 

� Amsal Bakhtiar (Prof., Dr)                 
Deputy Rector, UIN Syarif Hidayatullah, Jakarta 

  
� Azhar Arsyad (Prof,. Dr)  

Rector, State Islamic University (UIN) Alauddin, Makassar     
 

� Dasuki, Abdul Hafiz (The late) 
Director, Research and Development Institution, Department of       
Religious Affairs, Secretary, Badan Wakaf Gontor 

 
� Dien Syamsuddin (Prof., Dr)  

Chairman, Muhamadiyah University Students Organisation (IMM) 
Chairman, Pemuda Muhammadiyah 
Director General, Manpower Placement, Department of Manpower 

      Professor, the UIN Jakarta 
President, Centre for Dialogue and Cooperation among Civilisations  
Secretary General, Deputy Chairman, Indonesian Council for Ulama  
General Chairman, Muhammadiyah 
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� Emha Ainun Nadjib 

A famous Laureate and Social Activist, Yogyakarta 
 

� Hadiyin Rifa’ie (The late)  
National Sales Manager of Bata Shoes Manufacturer  
Chairman, Badan Wakaf Gontor 

 
� Hamam Ja’far (K.H., the Late)  

Founder and Head, Pesantren Pabelan, Magelang, Central Java 
 

� Hasan Abdullah Sahal (K.H.) 
One of the current leaders of Gontor 
Son of Ahmad Sahal, one of the Gontor’s founders 

 
� Hasan Basri (Brigadier General, The late)    

Commander, Lambung Mangkurat Territorial Military  
      Command, Kalimantan 
 

� Hasyim Muzadi (K.H.)  
Member of Parliament   
General Chairman, NU (re-elected for the second term) 
Founder and Head, Al-Hikam Pesantren 

 
� Hidayat Nur Wahid (Dr)  

Chairman, Justice Prosperous Party (PKS) 
        Chairman, People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) 
        Chairman, ASEAN Parliamentary Cooperation 
 

� Ichwanul Kiram Masyhuri 
Chief Editor 
Daily News Republika 

 
� Idham Chalid, (K.H., Dr., Hon, the Late) 

General Chairman of NU (re-elected for 8 consecutive terms) 
Minister in different portfolios during Sukarno and Suharto eras  
Deputy Prime Minister, Speaker of Parliament during Sukarno era 
Secretary General, Islamic Organisation of Asia Africa (OIAA) 
President, PPP (Party of United Development)  
One of three Presidium ad interim members after the fall of Sukarno 
Speaker, People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) 

 
� Kafrawi Ridwan   

Secretary General, Department of Religious Affairs 
Rector, Darussalam Institute of Islamic Studies (ISID) Gontor 
Chairman, Badan Wakaf Gontor 

 
� Lukman Hakim Saifuddin   

Chairman, United Development Party (PPP) 
        Deputy Speaker, People’s Consultative Assembly (MPR) 



 321 

 
� Mahrus Amin (K.H.) 

Head, Pesantren Darun Najah, Jakarta 
 

� Ridho Masduki (Prof) 
Professor, UIN Jakarta 
 

� Muhammad Husnun   
Entrepreneur, Klaten, Central Java 
Director, Rumah Sakit Islam, Klaten Central Java 
 

� Muhammad Maftuh Basyuni (Dr. Hon.)  
Chief Protocol at Presidential Palace 

     Ambassador to Kuwait 
  Ambassador to Saudi Arabia  

Minister of Religious Affairs 
 

� Muhammad Muzammil Basyuni 
Head, Directorate Africa and the Middle East, Dept. Foreign Affair  
Ambassador to Syria 

 
� Muhammad Roem Rowi (Prof., Dr) 
 Director, Graduate School, State Islamic University (UIN)  

        Sunan Ampel, Surabaya 
Chairman, Indonesian Council of Ulama (MUI), East Java Province 

 
� Muhammad Tijani Jauhary  (K.H.)   

Head, Pesanrtren Al-Amin, Prenduan, Madura 
 

� Nur Basa Junaid   
Entrepreneur, Jakarta 

 
� Nurcholish Madjid (Prof Dr, the late)  

General Chairman, Islamic University Students Association (HMI)  
Founder and Rector Paramadina University, Jakarta 

 
� Siswanto Masruri, (Prof., Dr)                              

Deputy Rector, State Islamic University (UIN)  
Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta 
 

� Suhaili Kalla 
Entrepreneur, Director, Finance, Bukaka Group, Jakarta  

 
� Suryadi Harun (The late)   

Head, High Religious Court, Banten Province 
 

� Tajuddien Noor Bolimalakalu (Colonel Ret.)   
Military Attaché, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 

        Consul General, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia 
  Ambassador to Sudan 
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� Wahib Abdul Jawad   

Ambassador to Syria 
 

� Zainal Ma’arif 
Deputy Speaker, Indonesian Parliament (DPR RI) 

 
� There are at time of writing, 6 staff of Gontor who carry a PhD degree: 

o Abdullah Syukri Zarkasyi 
o Amal Fathullah Zarkasyi 
o Hidayatullah Zarkasyi 
o Hamid Fahmy Zarkasyi 
o Dihyatun Masqon 
o Fairuz Subakir 
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Appendix 9: Images of Gontor 

Picture 1:  
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Picture 2: 
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Picture 3: 
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Picture 4: 
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Picture 5: 
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Picture 6: 
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Picture 7: 
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Picture 8: 
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Picture 9: 
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Picture 10: 
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Appendix 10: HYMN OF PESANTREN GONTOR 

 
 

HYMNE “OH PONDOKKU” 
 

Oh Pondokku tempat naung kita 

dari kecil sehingga dewasa 

rasa batin damai dan sentosa 

dilindungi Allah Ta'ala 

Oh pondokku engkau berjasa 

pada Ibuku Indonesia 

Tiap pagi dan petang 

kita beramai sembahyang 

mengabdi pada Allah Ta'ala 

didalam kalbu kita 

Wahai pondok tempatku 

laksana ibu kandungku 

nan kasih serta sayang padaku 

Oh pondokku… 

Ibuku… 
 

English Translation: 
 

Oh my pondok our place of shelter 
as children until adulthood 

feeling inner peace and tranquillity 
protected by Almighty Allah 

Oh my pondok you are in the service 
of my Mother Indonesia 

Every morning and each evening 
together we engage in worship  
devoted to Allah the Almighty 

in our heart and minds 

Ah my pondok, place where I live 
like my own mother 

providing for me with love and affection 

Oh my pondok… 
My Mother… 

`  
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