THE MEANING OF PONDOK - PESANTREN
BY ABD. HAFIZH DASUKI

Pondok-pesantren, sometimes called pondok or pesantren, also pa-
santren, literally means the rasidence of santri, the place where tha pupil
pursues the religious studies, The word pondok jtself, means hut, a rude of
small house, hovsl, cabin, or dormitory. 1) The term santri refars to the
pupil who studiss in the pondok-pesantren,

In the pondok-pesantren the santri (pupil or disciple) stays and
raceives varlous Islamic teachings, l.e. intellectual, mental, spiritual as well
as physical educatlon. This institution is governed by one or more persons
called kyai (the religious teacher and venerable man). The kyai is consider-
ed as a tsacher, guardlan, trainer, guids, and halpor.

The term pondok-pesantren as used in the Archipelago, refers to the
Islamic educational Institution, or religious school, which in Madura is called
penyantren, in Pasundan (Waest Java) pondok, In Aceh rangkang meunasah
and in Minangkabau surau.

To give a general Idea of ‘the meaning of pondok-pesantren, |t is
necassary to refer to ths points of vlew of both foreign and Indonesian
scholars.

Pondok-pesantren, according to R.A. Kern is a seminary for students
of theology (santri) on the islands of Java and Madura. He states that the
pondok-pesantren |s ths Institution for advanced theological training, and
consists of savaral buildings. When it is not built in the countryside, it is at
least In a saparate quarter of the village. 2) He describes the pondok-pesan-
tren as follows :

“The pesantren consists In the first place of the house of the
teacher and his assistants, then of lecture —rooms, a chapel
(sic), rarely a Friday mosgue, the lodgings of the students (pondok
rice—barns, all of which occupy a considerable space. The pondok
alons possesses a peculiar form of architecture not found in other buil-
dings. A pondok is a quadrangular building—built of the usual mate-
rlals”. 3)

Describing the interior of pondok’s building R.A. Kern continues:

“The interior is divided by two walls into thres long compartments of
about equal breadth, the central of which forms a corridor running
from an end of the building to the other. The two outer ones form
the living rooms; each of them is divided into cells of equal size by
partitions. The door of the pondok is in the centre of one of the
shorter outer walls; it opens into the corridor. Only blank walls are
sean on right and left as one enters; then it is notlced that wvery low
little doors are lst into these walls, mads of the same material as
they are; these admit to the cells. The little doors are at regular
intervals in the two walls, two always being opposite one another”. 4)
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With regard to the pondok-pesantren in Acsh, C. Snouck Hurgronje
states that the rangkang is built in the form of a dwelling—houss, but with
less care. Instead of three floors of different elavations it has only one floor
on the same level throughout, and is divided on either side of the central
passage Into small chambers, each of which serves as a dwelling—place for
oneé to thres murids (pupils). 5)

Clifford Geerts states that the genetic name for the traditional Muslim
school In Indonesia is pesantren, a rasidence for santris (religious students).
A walled compound of student dormitorles centers around a mosque, usually
In a wooded glade at the edge of a village. The pondok-pesantren consists
of a religious teacher (usually called a kyai) and a number of young, in most
casses unmarfied, male students; who chant the Qur'an, engage In mysticaj
exerclses, and seem generally to carry on the pre-existing Indic tradition with
a slight, and not very accurate, Arabian accent. ) C. Geertz describes the
nature of the pondok-pesantren as follows -

“When a European first sees a traditional pesantren, it reminds him
almost inevitably of a Catholic monastery. Usually located at the edge
of a village, It Is placed away from the road, concealed in a small
grove of trees, around which a white-washed, chest-high stone wall
runs. Within this grove, the most prominent building Is the mosque, a
white stone structure, totally bare inside and with a shining tile floor;
in front of which hangs a wooden slit gong which is beaten five times
8 day to announce the obligatory prayers.”” 7)

C. Geartz describes the dormatories of santris as follows :

The dormitories of the students, or santris, are grouped in an Irregular
semi-circle around the mosque, and each consists of a series of small
doorlless, sparsely furnished cells, joined together by a continuous front
porch open all along the outward side. Between the dormitories, the
- mosque, and the bathing enclosure next to the mosque there are raised
stapping stenes, so that the santri who has once bathed his feet may
move In and out the mosque without each time re-washing them. The
kyai's house is off to one slde, Its veranda commonly facing away
fram the main building cluster, and between it and the mosque there
is a large open square, where various semi-secular activities - sports,
hollday celebrations, and the like - take place.” 8)

Clifford Geertz rejects the opinion that the pondok-pesantren is simi-
lar to a monastery, and he argues that a pesantren is only superficially like
a monastery, for the santris are not monks, since they have not made vowss.
The santris come to the pondok - pesantren when they wish, and leave it
when they wish. While there, they are expected to lead a reasonable fac-
simlle of the holy life, but they are not expected to dedicate thamselves to
It permanently. Thay are not men of extraordinarily powerful religious needs
who have decided to cut” themselves off forever from secular existence and
to devote themselves to the service and adoration of God. He concludes that
they are, rather, ordinary young men who have coms away from the ordinary
village life to get a certain amount of elementary religious training exparien-
ce, and when they have thls they will return home. 9)
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Many definitions of pondok-pesantren might be given. However, the
definitions are not really definitive. Some definitions depend on impressions
of some aspects which are found In the pondok-pesantren, such as the
building or dormitory, others on the life of the santri or kyai: still others
on the educational method.

According to the definitizn given by team surveys of The Improvement
of Rsligious Examination Committee of the Department of Religious Affairs,
the pondok-pesantren is, “The educational Institution which heas a complete
compound where Islamic education and teaching is glven at an advanced
level and by individual Instruction”. 10) The Committee also categorized the
pondok-pesantren into three types, 11) namely :

Type A : the santris study and live together with the guru (kyai);
the curriculum is dependent on the kyai; and the method of teaching Is
individual and without madrasa for study. :

Typa B : combined with madrasa far study; has a definite curriculum;
the tsaching of kyai is applicable to their life and ths maln teaching is in
the madrasa; the kyai glve a general lecture to the santris at certaln times;
the santris live in ths pondok-pasantren and follow the teaching of the
kyai besldes studying the religious and non—raligious subjects.

Type C: tha pondok-pesantren [s only a dormitory for the santris;
the santris study in the madrasa or school outside the pondok-pesahtren :
the functlon of the kyai is as superintendent of spiritual Instruction.

According to A. Mukti Ali, the present Minister of the Department of
Religious Affairs, the pondok - pesantraen is an Islamic educational institution
which has a specific system of education and teaching celled, as well,
pondok-pesantren. Ganerally the pondok - pesantrens ars located cutside of
a town or in the villages. Most of the santris come from farm families. He
fesls therefore, that the pondok - pesantren has a strateglc position in the
bullding of the Indonesian nation. 12)

Kyai Haji Imam Zarkasji infers that the pondok-pesantren js an Islamic
educational institution with the asrama (boarding house) system. The real
msaning of ths pondok-pesantren is in the content of its teaching rathar
than in the building. The essence of the pondok - pgsantren |s education.
Through savaral canturies the pondok-pesantren have given a Spirlltuai edu-
cation which was valuable to the santri who became Islamic propagandists
and leaders of the ummat Islam (Islamic community). 13)

According to KI Hajar Dewantara, 14) an important figure In national
educatlon, the founder of Taman Siswa, 15) the pondok-pesantren js:” A form
of residential religlous school In which the pupils gather around a reputed
master in religlous instruction, supporting themselves by work in the commu-
nity. 16) "*Sistim pondok dan asrama itulah sistim nasional” which means
“The pondok and asrama, boarding house, is the national system.’* 17)

Tha real msaning of the pondok-pesantren is lost to those who exa-
ming it from a materialistic point of view, lLe. with reference to the building
as a dormltory, of the daily living habits of the santris. The essence of the
pondok-pesantren lies in its Impact on Indonesian culture. It was the origi-
.nal educational system and it has moulded the Indonesian nation through the
Impact of Its education.



Thz pandok-pesantren, however, was not immune to the influences of
sither the indigenous Indonesian culture or Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam
which reached the Archipelago and had an effect in the educational field.

Sugardo Purbakawaca observes that the pondok-pesantren is more
like a Hindu educationa! institution than the Arab educational institution, even
In Islamic charactaristics. 18) The same conclusion is also reached by Sutejo
Brajanegara who states that the system of the pondok-pesantren originally
came not from Arab sources, but from Hindu. 19)

I.J, Brugmans 20) mada an investigation regarding the origin of the
pondok-pesantren and arrived at the conclusion. that it was a Muslim—Infiu-
enced form of a typlcal educational institution from India. He argued that
the pondok-pesantren is older in origin then Islam, and that the phenomenon
which points to the non—Islamic origin of the pondok-pesantren as an edu-
cational Institution is that it doas not exist in contemporary Muslim countriss.
While it is qulte comparable to institutions which are still operating in Hin-
duistic India and in Buddhistic Burma and Thailand. 21)

However, the establishment of the pondok-pesantren did indeed fol-
low the spread of Islam in the Archipslago, and particularly in Java. From
the early period of the Islamic era, the preachers stressed learning, with
great emphasis on Islamic teaching as well as Qur'anic recitation. It is agreed
that the first preachers were the Sufis or at least influenced by the sufism.
Part of the method of preaching lslam was the establishment of the institu-
tions for Islamic learning and practice. These institutions are recognized as
pondok-pesantren. It is also believed, that the founders of the pondok-
pesantren ware the walis. 22) Historically, some of the sufis supported the
Sultan, and the Sultan gave them the liberty of giving rellgious instruction.
Some of the walis founded sultanates. For example walis founded the centre
of Islamic learning in Gresik (East Java) In the early lslamic period, and the
sultanates of Demak, Bantren, and Cirebon. These sultanates had becoms
centres of Islamlc propagation as well as centres of learning. People were
encouraged to study. In addition, they sent missions to the Muslim world
and Invited scholars from abroad to teach in their centres. 23)

In connection with this, Muslim holy men (walis) ulama‘, kyais or
whatever names are used, undoubtedly played an important role in the con-
version of pecple td Islam, espacially In the coastal cities. They gained
considerabTe fame as miracle preachers. 24) In the early fifteenth century
Mawlana Malik lbrahim, 25) a wali began to propagate lIslam in East Java.
In the reign of Brawijaya V. 26) Raden Rahmat (known as Sunan Ngampel),
27) regular instruction in lslamic teaching 28) was permitted in Ampel,
Surabaya (East Java). This institution was one of the earliest institution
founded by walis in Java.

In Islamic teaching and other activities of the walis or kyais are re-
miniscent af the ulama’ in Mediaeval Islam. The Islamic institution or the
Islamic learning in Indonesia (mesjid, surau, pondok-pesantren, madrasa)
might be compared to Islamic institution in Mediaeval lIslam or to those
found even earlier in Classical Ages. Abbasid caliphs, for example, opened
Dar al-Hadith (Hguse of Tradition) while al-Ma'mun (813—833) founded
Dar al-llm (House of Knowledge), and the Fatimids in Egypt subsequently



established al—Azhar as @ mosque and university as well. These were follow-
ed in Zaituna of Tunis and Qarawiyan of Fez in Maghrib. This institution
was developed in the eleventh and twelveth centuries. Nizam al—Mulk 29)
modifiad the Islamic school of madrasa. Nur al--Din Zangi, Saladin, and
others founded schools of figh, which were institutions for the study of
Islamic religion. 30) There are similarities between these early Islamic insti-
tutions and the pondok-pesantren.

Basically, the wali or kyai are recognized as learned men of Islam.
They exist in every Muslim country, no matter what they are called. However
varied their culture, they have unity in their religion. The term kyai Is simi-
lar to ulama’ (learned men of Islam) in any Muslim country, whether in
the Middle East, Northern Africa, Pakistan or anywhere. Thus, where there
are Muslims the term ulama’ is wall known among all Muslims.

With reference to the kyai and his pondok-pesantren many scholars
claim that the pondok-pesantren owes more to Buddhist and Hindu monas-
tery—schools than to Islamic schools, i.e. madrasa. 31) Some scholars claim
that pondok-pesantren is a continuation of the old Javanesa Hindu—Javanese
mandala’s (converts), and neither the life of santri nor the soclal position
of these theoclogical schools have bean considerably changed in Java by four
centuries of Islam. 32)

We might arrive at the conclusion that pondok-pesantren was partly
Influenced by the Buddhlst and Hindu monastery-schools, which ware respon-
sible for the social and religious circumstances of the Indonesian people in
the early period of the Islamic era. In fact, however, the pondok-pesantren
weare more strongly influenced by. the Kyais, who were perhaps Sufis. The
existence of the pondok-pesantren as an Islamic educational institution was
established by the kyal with Islamic character and adapted to Indonesian
culture.

The development of the pondok-pesantren can not be seperated from
the Muslim community. The growth of the hajj, (pilgrimage to Mecca) in the
ninstesnth century. gave a positive effect. According to H.A.R. Gibb, the
pllgrimage to Mecca was the most effective of all the religious Institution
that nourished the community spirit of Islam. 33) Tha kyai came increasingly
from among those people who returned from the hajj to Mecca. And tha
pondok-pesantren Increased due to the haji, as well, although, not all kyai
had been to Mecca, and most of the well known ones had. By far, not all
hajis were kyais. The haji concluded an important period of Muslim life in
which many hajis became more dedicated to religious life. 34)

With the support of the society, mosques and lodgings were often
bullt with the funds of the waqf. Some people gave a waqf or built a dor-
mitory. Theraefors, there were buildings called regencies, which indicated the
origin of the persons who gave the building and the students who lived there.
Thus, until the present time there are “kombongan Brebes* for instance,
where the students from the Brebes regency lived or ‘kombongan Cirebon,
etc. In some places, kombongan is also called bilik, which means lodge or
dormitory.

Pondok - pesantrens were also located in the perdikan - desa (free-

village). 35 This system cf giving land for religious school existed in the
Isamic and pre-lslamic periods. In the Islamic period, village unlts, singly or
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In blocks, were assigned by the Sultan to the kyai for the purpose of esta-
blishing religious educational institution. Usually the perdikan desas were
free from taxes or obllgations and governmental control. All authority was in
the hands of the kyai, many of whom were closely related to the sultan. An
example Is the perdikan desa of Pondok - Pesantren Tegalsari in Ponorogo
(East Java). It was established in 1742 by the Sultan Paku Buwono Il (Sunan
Kumbul, 1725 — 45) to show his gratitude to the kyai, i.e. Kyai Basharl (or
Besari). 36 Not only did the Sultan Paku Buwono Il continue to support the
pondok-pesantren, but he also built the dormitory and mosque.

The pondok-pesantren was, and is, a continuation of studiez for any’
pupil who wants to pursue and penetratz deeper into Islamic subjects. Such
institutions can be very larga. The subjects they offer may include all
branches of Islamic studies. Studies Include elementary Qur‘anic recitation,
the Islamic subjects of Law, Theology, Sufism, Arabic grammar, the study of
Hadith, the instruction of the Qur‘an and its branches, al-Tafsir, al-Tajwid,
al-Qira‘at, including Qira‘at al-Saba (seven ways of the Quranlc recitation).
Students may also learn the whole Quran by heart.

Several branches of religious subjects are also taught in the pondok-
pesantren : llm al-Figh, including Usul al-Figh and al-Faraid, is perhaps
the most selected subject among the students. Arabic, including al-Nahw wa
al-Sarf, al-Balagha, are also taught. llm al-Kalam (Theology), al-mantiq
(Logic), al-Akhlag (Ethics), are sometimes taught, as well as al-Tasawwuf
(Mystics) and al-Falak (Astronomy).

Some pondok-pensantren specialize in certain Islamic subjects, Tariga,
as well. Howsevar, the pondok-pesantren‘s character and method of teaching
is most importantly Influenced by the kyais themselves. Some of the pondok-
pesantren well known In certain specialities. For instance, pondok-pesastren
Lirboyo and Ploso, both in Kedirl (East Java) are known in al-Gawaid and
al-Tasawwuf. Jampes, Kediri is also known in al-Tasawwuf. Tebuireng
(East Java) is well known In al-Tafsir and al-Hadith, Purwosari, Kediri and
Buntet, Cirebon (West Jawa) ars known for physical education. Also there
are other pondok-pesantren which place more emphasis in the Qurranic
sclences. These include Pondok-pesantren Lasem and Mangkuyudan, Solo
(both in Central Java) and most pondok-pesantren in Banten, Serang (West
Java).

Pondok Modern Gontor, Ponorogo Is well known for language teaching
(Arabic and English). Dar al-Ulum, Paterongan, Jombang (East Java) is well
known in Tasawwuf. Pesantren Persatuen Islam, Bangil, Surabaya (East
Java) is wall known in Islamic Law. Dar al-Falah, Bogor (West Java) Is
well known in ketrampilan (manual skill) particularly agriculture. Thase
pondok-pesantrens ares considerad as modsern pondok-pesantren because
where the teaching has been adapted to modern methods.

However, there is no obligation to take all subjects and the student
Is free to choose his own subjects as well as follow any kyai in the pon-
dok-pesantren. Therefora, Some students study many subjects, while other
do not take any. As a result, some of them successfully master their studies
In a relatively short time. As a result of the educational system 'In the
pondok-pesantren, some students may become learned scholars of Islamics,
however, many of them may attempt for years without acquiring any know-
ledge what so—sver.
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