
THE MEANING OF PONDOK.  PESANTREN

BY ABD. HAFIZH DASUKI

Pondok-pesantren,  somet lmes cal led pondok or  pesantren,  a lso pa-
santron,  l i tera l ly  means the res idence of  santr i ,  the p lace where the pupl l
pursues the religlous studios. The word pondok itself, means hut, a rudo of
small house, hovol. cabin, or dormitory. 1) Thc term santri refers to the
pupi l  who studies in  the pondok-pesantren.

In the pondok-pesantren tho santr i  (pupi l  or  d isc ip le)  s tays and
receives var ious ls lamic teachlngs,  l .e .  in te l lectual ,  menta l ,  sp i r i tua l  as wel l
as physical  educat lon.  This inst i tu t ion is  governed by one or  more porsons
cal led kyai  ( the re l lg ious teacher and venerable man).  The kyai  is  considor-
ed as a teacher,  guardlan,  t ra ingr ,  guido,  and hslper .

The term pondol<-pesantren as usod in the Archipelago,  refers to the
ls lamlc oducat ional  lnst i tu t ion,  o i  re l ig ious school ,  whlch in  Madura is  ca l lod
penyantren,  in  Pasundan (West  Java)  pondok,  In  Aceh rangkang meunasah
and in Minangkabau surau.

To g ive a general  ldea of  ' the meanlng of  pondok-pesantren,  l t  is
necessary to refer  to  tha points of  v lew of  both fore ign and lnddnesian
scholars.

Pondok-pesantren,  according to R.A.  Kern ls  a seminary for  s tudents
of  thoology (santr i )  on the is lands of  Java and Madura.  He states that  the
pondok-pesantren ls  tho lnst i tu t lon for  advanced theological  t ra in lng,  and
consists  of  several  bui ld ings.  When i t  is  not  bui l t  in  the countrys ide,  i t  is  at
least  In  a separate quarter  of  tho v i l lage.  2)  He doscr ibes the pondok-pesan-
tren as follows :

"The pesantren conslsts ln tho first place of the houss of the
teacher and his assistants, then of lecture - rooms, a chapel
(s ic) ,  rare ly  a Fr iday mosquo,  tho lodgings of  the students (pondok
r ice-barns,  a l l  o f  which occupy a considerablo space.  The pondok

'  
a lone possosses a pecul iar  form of  archi tecture not  found in other  bui l -
d ings.  A pondok is  a quadrangular  bui ld ing-bui l t  o f  the usual  mate-
r l a l s " . 3 )

Descr ib ing the in tor ior  of  pondok's  bui ld ing R,A.  Kern cont inuos:
"The intor lor  i6  d iv ided by two wal ls  in to threo long compartments of
about  equal  breadth,  tho centra l  o f  which forms a corr idor  running
from an ond of  the bui ld lng to tho other .  Tho two outer  onos form
the l iv lng rooms ;  each of  them is  d iv ided Into cel ls  of  equal  s ize by
part i t long.  The door of  tho pondok is  in  tho centre of  one of  the
shorter  outor  wal ls ;  i t  opens into the corr idor .  Only b lank wal lE are
seon on r ight  and lef t  as one ontors;  then i t  is  not lced that  vory low

l l t t lo  doors are le t  in to those wal ls ,  mads of  the samo mater ia l  as
they are ;  theso admit  to  the cel ls .  The l i t t le  doors are at  regular

intervals  in  tho two wal ls ,  two a lways being opposi te one another" .4)



With rogard to the pondok-pesantren in  Aceh,  C.  Snouck Hurgronje
states that  the rangkang is  bul l t  in  the form of  a dwel l ing-hguse,  but  wi th
less care.  lnstead of  three f loors of  d l f ferent  e lovat lons i t  has 'only  ons f loor
on the same level  throughout ,  and is  d iv lded on e i ther  s ide of  the centra l
passage Into smal l  chambers,  each of  which serves as a dwel l ing-p laco for
one to three mur ids (pupl ls) .  5)

Cl l f ford Geerts  s tates that  the genet ic  name for  the t radi t ional  Musl lm
school  in  Indonesia is  pesantren,  a ros idence for  santr is  ( re l lg ious students) .
A wal led compound of  s tudsnt  dormttor les cent€rs around a mosque,  usual ly
In a wooded g lade at  the edge of  a v i l lage.  The pondol<-pesantren consists
of  a re l ig ious teacher (usual ly  ca l led a kyai )  and a number of  young,  in  most
casses unmarr ied,  male students j  who chant  the eur 'an,  engago ln myst ica l
exerc lses,  and seom goneral ly . to  carry on the pre-exis t ing lndic  t radi t ionwi th
a s l lght ,  and not  very accurate.  Arabian accent .  6)  c .  Geertz  descr ibes the
nature of  the pondok-pesantren as fo l lows :

"When a Europedn f i rs t  sees a t radi t lonal  pesantren,  i t  reminds h im
almost  inovi tably  of  a cathol ic  monastery.  Usual ly  located at  the edge
of  a v l l lage,  l t  ls  p lacod away f rom the road,  concealed in  a smal l
grovo of  t rees,  around which a whi te-washed,  chest-h igh stone wal l
runs.  wi th in th ls  grove,  the most  prominent  bui ld ing ls  the mosque,  a
whl te s tone st ructure,  to ta l ly  bare ins lde and wi th a shln ing t i le  f loor ;
in  f ront  of  which hangs a wooden s l i t  gong whlch is  beaten f ivo t imes
a day to announco the obligatory prayerc., ' 7)

C. Geertz descrlbes the dormatories of santris as fotlows :
The dormitories of the students, or santris, are grouped in an lrregular
seml-circle around the mosque, and each consists of a serles of small

'  door l less,  sparsely  furn ished cel ls ,  jo ined tog€ther  by a cont inuous f roni
porch open a l l  a long the outward s ide.  Betwoen the dormi tor ies,  the

' mosque, and the bathing enclosure next to the mosquo there aro raised
stopping stones, so that the santri who has once bathed his feet may
move ln and out  the mosquo wi thout  each t ime re-washing them. The
kyai 's  house is  of f  to  one s lde,  l ts  veranda commonly fac lng away

.  f rom tho main bui ld ing c luster ,  and between i t  and the mosque there
ls  a largo open square,  whero var ious semi-secular  act iv t t ies -  spor ts ,
hol lday celebrat ions,  and the l ike- take p lace. , ,  8)

Cl i f ford Gsertz  re jects tho opin ion that  the pondok-pesantren is  s lml-
lar  to  a monastery,  and he argues that  a pesantren is  only  superf ic ia l ly  l ike
a monastery, for tho santris are not monks, since they have not made vowes.
The santr is  come to the pondok -  pesantren when they wish,  and leave i t
when they wlsh.  whi le  there;  they aro expected to lead a reasonable fac-
s lml lo of  the holy l i fo ,  but  thoy are not  expected to dedicato thomselves to
I t  permanont ly .  Thoy are not  men of  ext raord inar i ly  poworfu l  re l ig ious needs
who have decided to cut' '  themselves off forever from secular exlstence and
to dovote thsmsolves to tho serv ice and adorat lon of  God.  He concludes that
they aro, rather, ordinary young mon who have come away from tho ordinary
v l l lage l i fe  to got  a cer ta in amount  of  e lementary re l ig ious t ra in ing exper ien-
co,  and when thoy have th ls  thoy wi l l  re turn home. 9)
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Many def ln i t ions of  pondok-pesantren mlght  be g iven.  However,  the
def in l t lons are not  real ly  def in i t lve.  some def in i t ions de$end on impressions
of  some aspects whlch are found In the pondok-pesantren,  such as tho
building or dormitory, othe_rs on the l ife of the santri or kyai ; sti l l  others
on the educational method.

According to the definit i.n given by team surveys of rhe lmprovement
of Rellgious Examination Committee of the Department of Religious Affairs,
the pondok-pesantren is, "Tho educational Institution whlch has a complete
compound whers lslamic education and teaching is glven at an advanced
level  and by indiv idual  Inst ruct ion" .  10)  The commit teo a lso categor ized the
pondok-pesantren into three typos, 11 ) namely :

Type  A :  t he  san t r i s  s tudy  and  l l ve  t oge the r  w i t h  t hs  gu ru  ( kya i ) ;
tho cur i icu lum is  dependent  on 1[s kyai  ;  and the method of  teaching is
indiv ldual  and wi thout  madrasa for  s tudy.

Type B :  combined wi th madrasa for  s tudy i  has a dof in l te  curr icu lum;
ths teaching sf  kyai  is  appl lcablo to thel r  l i fe  and the maln teachlng is  in
the madrasa j  the kyai  g lve a general  lecturs to the santr is  at  cer ta ln t imes;
the santr is  l iva in  tho pondok-pesantren and fo l low the teaching of  the
kyai  besldes studying the re l lg lous and non-re l tg ious subjects.

Type C r  the pondok-pesantren is  only  a dormi tory for  the santr is ;
tho santr is  s tudy in  tho madrasa or  school  outs ide the pondok-pesahtren ;
the funct lon of  the kyai  is  as supor lntendent  of  sp i r i tua l  tnst ruct ion.

According to A. Mukti Ali, the present Minister of the Department of
Rel lg ious Af fa i rs ,  the pondok -  pesantren is  an ls lamic educat lonal  inst i tu t ion
whlch has a speci f ic  system of  educat lon and teachlng cal led,  as wel l ,
pondok-pesantron.  Goneral ly  the pondok -  pesantrens are located outs ide of
a town or  in  the v l l lages.  Most  of  the santr is  como f rom farm fami l ies.  He
feels therefore,  that  the pondok -  pesantren has a st rateglc  posi t ion in  the
bul ld ing of  the tndonosian nat lon.  12)

Kyai  Haj i  lmam Zarkasj l  in fers that  the pondok-pesantren is  an ls lamlc
cducat lonal  Inst i tu t ion wi th tho asrama (boarding house) system. The real
meal ing of  the pondok-pesantren is  in  the content  of  i ts  teaching rather
than in the bul ld ing.  The essence of  the pondok -  pdsantren ls  educ 'at ion.
Through sgvaral  centur ies the pondok-pesantren have g iven a spi r i iua l  edu-
cat ion which was valuable to ths santr i  who became ls lamic propagandists
and leaders of  the ummat ls lam ( ls lamic communi ty) .  13)

According to Kl  Hajar  Dowantara,  14)  an important  f lgure In nat iqnal
oducat lon,  the founder of  Taman Siswa,  15)  the pondok-pesantren is : "  A form
of  res ident la l  re l lg lous school  In  which the pupi ls  gather  around a reputed
master  in  re l ig lous inst ruct ion,  support ing themselves by work in  the commu-
nl ty .  16)  "Sis t im pondok dan asrama i tu lah s is t im nasional"  which means
"The pondok and asrama, boarding house,  is  the nat lonal  system."  17)

The real 'moaning of  the pondok-pesantren is  lost  to  those who exa-
mlne i t  f rom a mater ia l is t ic  polnt  of  v iew,  l .e .  wi th reference' to the bui ld ing
as a dorml tory,  or  the dal ly  l iv ing habl ts  of  the santr is .  The essence of  the
pondok-pesantren l ies in  l ts  lmpact  on Indonesian cul ture.  l t  was the or ig l -
nal  educat ional  system and i t  has moulded the lndonesian nat lon through the
lmpact  of  l ts 'educat ion.



Tne prnCck-pesantren,  however,  was not  immung to the in f luences of
e i ther  tho indigenous lndonesian cul ture or  Hindulsm, Buddhism, and ls lam
which-reached the Archlpelago and had an ef fect  in  tho educat ional  f ie ld.

Sugardo Purbakawaca observes that  the pondok-pesantren is  more
l ike a Hindu educat ional  inst i tu t ion than the Arab educat ional  inst i tu t lon,  even
In ls tamic character is t ics.  18)  The same conclus ion is  a lso reached by Sute jo
Brajanegara who states that  the system of  the pondok-pesantren or ig inal ly
came not  f rom Arab sources,  but  f rom Hindu.  19)

l .J .  Brugmans 20)  made an invest igat ion regarding the or ig in of  the
pondok-pesantren and arr ived at  the conclus ion.  that  l t  was a Musl im- lnf lu-
enced form of  a typ lcal  educat ional  inst i tu t ion f rom India.  He argued that
tho pondok-pesantren is  o lder  in  or lg in then ls lam, and that  the phenomenon
whlch points to the non- ls lamic or ig in of  tho pondok-pesantren as an edu-
cat ional  Inst i tu t ion is  that  i t  doos not  ex is t  in  contemporary Musl im countr ies.
Whi le i t  is  qul te comparable to inst l tu t ions which are st i l l  oporat ing ln  Hln-
duist lc  India and in Buddhist ic  Burma and Thai land.  21)

However,  the establ ishnrent  of  tho pondok-pesantren d id indeed fo l -
low the spread of  ls lam in the Archipelago,  and par t icu lar ly  in  Java.  From
the ear ly  por iod of  the ls lamic era,  the preachers st ressed learn lng,  wi th
great  emphasis on ls lamic toachlng as wel l  as Our 'anic  rec i tat ion.  l t  is  agreed
that  tho f i rs t  preachers wero the Suf is  or  at  least  in f  luenced by the suf ism.
Part  of  the method of  preaching ls lam was the establ ishmont  of  the inst i tu-
t ions for  ls lamlc learn ing and pract ice.  These inst l tu t ions are recognized as
pondok-pesantren.  l t  is  a lso bel ieved,  that  the founders of  the pondok-
pesantren wero the wal is .  22)  Histor ica l ly ,  some of  ths suf  is  supported the
Sul tan,  and the Sul tan gavo them the l iber ty  of  g iv ing re l lg ious inst ruct lon.
Some 9f  tho wal is  founded sul tanates.  For  example wal is  founded the centra
of  ls lamlc learn ing in  Gresik  (East  Java)  In the ear ly  ls lamic per iod,  and the

sul tanatee of  Demak,  Bani l 'en,  and Cirebon.  These sul tanates had becomo
centres of  ls lamlc propagat ion as wel l  as centres of  learn ing.  People were
encouraged to s tudy.  ln  addi t lon,  they sent  miss ions, to the Musl lm wor ld
and Inv i ted scholars f rom abroad to teach in thei r  centres.23)

In connect ion wi th th is ,  Musl im holy men (wal is)  u lama' .  kyais  or
whatever  namos are used,  undoubtedly p layed an im,por tant  ro le in  the con-
vers ion of  people td ls lam, especia l ly  ln  the coasta l  c i t ies.  They galned
considersbfe fame as mirac le preachers.  24)  ln  the ear ly  f i f teenth century
Mawlana Mal ik  lbrahim,2S) a wal i  began to propagate ls lam in East  Java,
ln the re ign of  Brawi jaya V,  26)  Raden Rahniat  (known as Sunan Ngampel) ,
27)  regular  inst ruct ion in  ls lamic teaching 28)  was permi t ted in  Arr ,pel ,
Surabaya (East  Java) .  Thls  inst i tu t ion was ono of  the ear l iest  inst i tu t ion
foundod by wal is  in  Java.

In ls lamic toachlng and other  act lv i t ies of  the ura l is  or  kyais  are re-
mln lscent  af  tho u lama'  in  Mediaeval  ls lam. The ls lamic inst i tu t ion or  the
ls lamic learn ing in  Indonesia (mesj id ,  surau,  pondok-pesantren,  madrasa)
might  bo compared to ls lamic inst i tu t ion in  Modiaeval  ls lam or  to those
found even ear l ier  in  Classical  Ages.  Abbasid cal iphs,  for  example,  opened
Dar a l -Hadi th (House of  Tradt t ion)  whi le  a! -Ma'mun (813-833) founded
Dar a l - l lm (House of  Knowledge),  and the Fat imids in  Egypt  subsequent ly
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established al-Azhar as a mosque and universlty as well '  These.were follow-
ed in Zaituna of Tunis and Oarawiyan of Fez in Maghrib. This institution
was developed in the e leventh and twelveth contur ies.  Nizam al -Mulk 29)
modified the lslamic school of madrasa. Nur al-.Din Zangi, Saladin, and
others founded schools of f iqh, which were institutions for the study of
ls lamic re l ig ion.  3O) There are s imi lar i t les between these ear ly  ls lamlc inst i -
tu t lons and the pondok-pesantren.

Baslcal ly ,  the wal i  or  kyai  are rocognized as learnod men of  ls lam.
They exist ln overy Muslim countl 'y, no matter what they are callod. However
var led thei r  cu l ture,  they have uni ty  in  thei r  re l lg lon.  The term kyai  ls  s iml-
lar  to  u lama'  ( learned men of  ls lam) in  any Musl im country,  whother  ln
the Middle East ,  Northorn Afr ica,  Pakistan or  anywhere.  Thus,  where there
are Musl ims the torm ulama'  is  wol l  known among al l  Musl ims.

With reference to the kyai  and h is  pondok-pesantren many scholars
c la im that  the pondok-pesantren owes moro to Buddhist  and Hindu monas-
tery-schools than to ls lamic schools,  i .o .  madrasa.  31)  Some scholars c la im
that  pondok-pesantren is  a cont inuat lon of  the o ld Javanese Hindu-Javanese
mandala 's  (converts) ,  and nei ther  the l i fe  of  santr i  nor  the socia l  posi t ion
of  thoso theological  schools have been conslderably changed in Java 6y four
centuries of lslam. 32)

we mlght  arr ive at  the conclus ion that  pondok-pesantren was par t ly
Influenced by the Buddhlst and Hindu monastery-schools, which were respon-
s lb lo for  the socia l  and re l ig ious c i rcumstances of  the Indonesian people in
the ear ly  per lod of  the ls lamic era.  In  fact ,  however,  the 'pondok-pesantren
were more st rongly in f  luenced by.  the kyais,  who were perhaps Suf  is .  The
existence of  tho pondok-pesantren as an ls lamlc educat ional  inst i tu t ion was
establ lshed by the kyai  wi th ls lamic c l raracter  and adapted to lndonesian
cul ture.

Iho development  of  the pondok-pesantren can not  be seporated f rom
the Musl im communi ty .  The growth of  the haj i ,  (p l lsr imagoto Mecca) ln the
nineteonth century,  gave a posi t lve ef fect .  According to H'A.R.  Gibb,  the
pllgrimage to Mecca was the most effective of all the roligious institution
that  nour ished the communi ty  spi r i t  o f  ls lam. 33)  The kyai  came increasingly
f rom among those people who returned f rom the hai j  to  Mecca.  And tho
pondok-posantren Increaied due to the haj i ,  as wel l ,  a l though,  ns1 s l l  kyai
had been to Mecca, and nrost of the well known ones had. By far, not all
ha j is  were kyais.  The haj i  concluded an lmportant  per iod of  Musl im l i fe  In
which many haj is  becamo more dedicated to re l ig ious l i fe .  34)

With the support of the society, mosques and lodglngs were often
bullt wlth the funds of the waqf. Somo people gave a waqf or built a dor'
ml tory.  Therofore,  thsre were bui ld ings cal led regencies,  which indicated the
or ig in of  the persons who gave the bul ld ing and the students who l ived there '
Thus,  unt i l  tho presont  t ime thero aro "kombongan Brebes" for  instance,
where the st,udents from the Brebes regoncy l ived or "kombongan Cirebon,
etc.  In  some places,  kombongan is  a lso cal led b i l ik ,  which means lodge or
dormltory.

Pondok - posantrens were also located in the perdikan - desa (free'

v l l lage) .  35 This system of  g iv ing land for  re l ig ious.  school  ex is ted in  the
lsamlc and pre- ls lamic per lods.  In  the ls lamic per iod,  v i l lage unl ts ,  s ingly  or



fn  b locks,  were asslgned by the Sul tan to the kyai  for  the purpose of  esta-
b l lsh lng re l ig ious educat ional  inst i tu t ion.  Usual ly  the perdikan desas were
fres f rom taxes or  obl lgat ions and govornmental  contro l .  A l l  author l ty  was in
the hands of  t t ie  kyai ,  many of  whom were c losely re lated to the sul tan.  An
example ls  the perdikan desa of  Pondok -  P€santren Tegalsar i  in  Ponorogo
(East  Java) .  l t  was establ ished ln 1742 by the Sul tan Paku Buwono l l  (Sunan
Kumbul ,  1725- 45)  to show his  grat l tude to the kyai ,  i .o .  Kyai  Bashar l  (or
Besar i  ) .  36 Not  only  d id the Sul tan Paku Buwono l l  cont inue to support  tho
pondok-pesahtren,  but  he a lso bul l t  the dormi tory and mosque.

The pondok-pesantren was,  and is ,  a  cont inuat ion of  s tudies for  any '
pupi l  who wants to pursue and penetrata deeper in to ls lamic subjects.  Such
Inst i tu t ions can be very large.  The subjects they of fer  may inc lude a l l
branches of  ls lamic studies.  Studies lnc ludo o lementary Our 'anlc  rec l tat lon,
the ls lamic subjects of  Law, Theology,  Suf ism, Arablc grammar,  the study of

Hadi th,  the ins i luct ion of  the Our 'an and i ts  branches,  a l -Tafs i r ,  a l -Tajwid,
a l -Oira 'at ,  inc ludlng O, i ra 'at  a l -Saba (seven ways of  the Qur,anlc  rec l tat lon) .
Students may a lso learn the whole O.ur 'an by hoart .

Sevoral  branches of  re l ig ious subjocts are a lso taught  in  the pondok-
pesantren :  l lm a l -F iqh,  inc luding Usul  a l -F iqh and a l -Faraid,  is  perhaps
the most  se lected subject  among tho students.  Arabic,  inc luding a l - I t lahw wa
a l -Sa r f ,  a l -Ba lagha ,  a re  a l so  t augh t .  l lm  a l -Ka lam (Theo logy ) ,  a l -man t i q
(Logic) ,  a l -Akhlaq (Eth lcs) ,  are somet imes taught ,  as wet l  as a l -Tasawwuf
(Myst ics)  and a l -Falak (Astronomy).

Some pondok-pensantren specia l ize in  cer ta ln ls lamic subjects,  Tar iqa,
as wel l .  However,  the pondok-pesantren.s character  and method of  teachlng
ls most  lmportant ly  In f luenced by the kyais themselves.  Some of  tho pondok-
pesantren wel l  known In cer ta in specia l i t ies.  For  instance,  pondok-pesastren
Ll rboyo and Ploso,  both in  Kedlr i  (East  Java)  are known in a l -Oawaid and
al-Tasrwwuf.  Jampes,  Kedlr i  is  a lso known in a l -Tasawwuf.  Tebuireng
(East  Java)  ls  wel l  known ln a l -Tafs i r  and a l -Hadi th.  Purwosar i ,  Kedir i  and
Buntet, Cirebon (West Jawa) are known for physlcal education. Also there
ate other  pondok-pesantren whlch p lace more emphasis in  the Ouranlc
sc lences.  These inc lude Pondok-pesantren Lasem and Mangkuyudan,  Solo
(both in  Centra l  Java)  and most  pondok-pssantren in  Banton,  Serang (West
Java ) .

Pondok Modern Gontor ,  Ponorogo ls  wol l  known for  language teachlng
(Arablc and Engl ish) .  Dar a l -Ulum, Peterongan,  Jombang (East  Java)  is  wel l
known in Tasawwuf.  Pesantren Persatuan ls lam, Bangl l ,  Surabaya (East
Java)  is  Wel l  known in ls lamic Law. Dar a l -Falah,  Bogor (Wost  Java)  ls
wel l  known in ketrampi lan (manual  sk i l l )  par t lcu lar ly  agr icu l turo.  Th€se
pondok-pesantrens are consldered as modern pondok-pesantren because
wher'e the teaching has been adapted to modern methods.

However,  there is  no obl igat ion to take a l l  subjects and the student
ls  f roe to choose h is  own subjects as wel l  as fo l low any kyai  in  the pon-
dok-pesantren. Therefore, some studonts study many subjects,. while other
do not take any. As a result, some of them successfully master their studies
In a re lat ive ly  shor t  t ime.  As a resul t  o f  the educat ional  system ln the
pondok-pesantren,  somo studonts may become learned scholars of  ls lamics,
however, many of them may attempt for years without acqulrlng any know-
ledge what so-over.
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