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There are reportedly some 17,000 schools that 
call themselves pesantrens' in Java alone. The 
characteristics common to probably all such 
institutions are that they comprise teachers 
known for their knowledge of Islam (kyais) 
and students (santris), and share the objective 
of inculcating Islamic principles and ways of 
life Pesantrens are thought to be a part of an 
indigenous teaching tradition going back to 
early Islamic, some even say pre-Islamic, 
times. 

The smallest types consist of a kyai and a 
handful of santl·is, who occasionally meet to 
read the Koran, either in his house or at the 
local mosque Larger pesantlens may be a 
coeducational, residential school of 3,000 
santris with several kyais, trainee teachers 
(ustads), administrators and support staff, and 
a curriculum that covers Islamic teaching, a 
regular secondary education and extracurri
cular activities such as boy-scouting and com
munity development. Many large pesantrens 
began primarily as small Koran reading 
schools. Significant philosophical differences 
also distinguish pesantrens from one another, 
in addition to the more obvious structural and 
functional distinctions. 

While pesantrens are located in both urban 
and rural areas, our concern here is with rural 
ones of the larger, functionally more diversi
fied category. Such pesantrens seem to have 
the greatest potential for contributing to the 
development of habitat. Several such develop
ment-oriented pesantrens are undertaking 
joint projects with government agencies and 
with non-governmental organisations (NGO) 
in such fields as rural education and con
struction. 

The primary objective of pesantrens is to teach 
Islamic principles through the use of both 
traditional as well as contemporary religious 
texts. The contents of these texts range from 
Islamic theology to law and day-to-day 
individual conduct 

Regular education is offered up to secondary 
school level similar to that provided in public 
schools. Community leadership and technical 
skills are taught through such activities as 
public speaking and debates, on-the-job 
training in carpentry, masonry construction, 
etc., and the management of the school, co-op 
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shop, fish ponds, and farming. After their 
schooling (6 years secondary in some 
pesantrens, 12 years of elementary and 
secondary in others), santris are considered 
ustads and are expected to teach in the 
pesanl1en for a further two years. Ustads are 
also more actively involved in the manage
ment of the pesantrens. 

The organizational structure, within which the 
over 1,000 pesantren members are fed and 
sheltered and a myriad of activities are per
formed, is neither as rigid nor as complex as 
might appear on paper. It is nevertheless a 
sophisticated and surprisingly progressive 
structure in its balance between central co
ordination and delegation of responsibilities. 
(Particularly if we remember we are descri
bing in essence a rural boarding school). The 
structure can be separated into two basic tiers. 

The first tier, formalized in the waqafboard of 
trustees and major committees such as educa
tion, consists of the kyai's immediate family, 
influential village persons as well as some 
trusted and experienced ustads and santri's' 
This upper tier influences and makes the 
major decisions in the pesantren Not all of the 
participants at this level hold official positions 
on the board 

The second tier consists of elected committees 
with ustads and santris as members. Each 
committee is responsible for decision-making 
and implementation of particular activities in 
the daily pesantren operations. These include 
the orientation of incoming santris, land
scaping and building maintenance, food ser
vices, dormitory and classroom administra
tion, etc. Some of these committees, such as 
those on education and training, may be 
headed by an older person from the "upper 
tier". 

The kyai's authority pervades and integrates 
the whole system in an unobtrusive manner. 
The delegation of responsibility relieves the 
kyai of much direct involvement. At the same 
time, he is regularly consulted or informed, 
and all major decisions are either made by him 
or have his approval' Thus although the 
system is remarkably participatory in the way 
responsibility in decision-making and imple
mentation is distributed, the kyai maintains 

overall control 

Not surprisingly, the main participants in the 
above structure (the kyai and his family, the 
santris and the village community, at least as 
represented in the waqaf and main com
mittees) are also the major sources of material 
and financial support. Firstly, the kyais' own 
income from farming and/or business activities 
is donated "in trust" (as waqaf) to the 
pesantren Secondly, santri's fees can be an 
important source of finance. (In pesantren 
Pabelan, for example, they constitute approxi
mately 75 per cent of total income excluding 
community donations). Thirdly, the village 
and the supporting community of santri 
parents and alumni can be called upon 
periodically for donations in the form of cash, 
land, materials or labor The santri's parents 
and alumni are among those without official 
positions in the organizational structure, who, 
nevertheless closely participate in the planning 
and implementation of pesantren activities. 

The actual amounts thus raised can be quite 
small relative to the number of persons in the 
pesantren, the range of activities, and the level 
of physical infrastructure and building. Two 
factors keep costs and monetary transactions 
to a minimum. First, all members, from kyai 
and santris, are willing to live simply and work 
voluntarily. For instance, ustads who comprise 
most of the teaching staff perform their duties 
in return for keep and occasional pocket 
money; the rest, senior teachers and admini
strators have sources of income other than the 
pesantren. Secondly, a maximum use is made 
of local resources For example, much of the 
food comes from the kyai's own land. Simi
larly, building materials are either freely or 
inexpensively obtained from the immediate 
vicinity. 

Planning in the pesantren is done on an annual 
basis. It commences during the Islamic month 
of fasting (Ramadan) and proceeds thru the 
subsequent Lebaran, a nationwide holiday 
period of7 to 10 days. No classes are held 
during both periods and most santris go home. 
The slower, more leisurely pace induced by 
the fasting and the termination of the regular 
pesantren activities is conductive to discussion 
and planning. Being the end of the academic 
year also, it is an appropriate time to reflect as 



KEY 
M Mosque 
C Cemetary 
KH Kyai's house 
KFH Kyai'sfather's house 
KGH Kyai's grandfathel's house 
OG Office and guest house 
GST Grain storing office and storage 
GD Girl's dormitOlies 
BD Boy's dormitOlies 

Pesantren Pabelan, site plan. 

Drawing' F. Afshar. 

Pesantrens in Java' Local Institutions and Rural Development. 

WSH Workshop 
L Library 
CL Class room 
K Kitchen 
CT Canteen 
PP Pit privies 
W Wash 
SH Shop 
ST Store 

o /0 

VH Village houses 
GCL Girls class room 
A Animalpen 
P Pool 
CD Well 
(:J Water tank 
t Timber construction 
b Bamboo construction 
sf Steel frame 

30 



31 Pesantrens in Java Local Institutions and Rural Development 

well as to plan for the future. Major issues 
such as curriculum changes, the construction 
of a new set of classrooms, etc, are handled. 
Those involved in the discussions are perforce 
those who remain then in the pesantren = the 
kyai, his family and closest associates among 
the ustads and santris, as well as those who 
cannot afford to leave (poorer santris who 
earn their keep by working in the pesantren) 
Relevant persons in the surrounding village 
are also drawn into these discussions, such as 
the influential waqafboard members and local 
builders. 

The subsequent 10-day Lebaran period is 
traditionally one of receiving guests and 
visiting friends and relatives. For the 
pesantren, it is a further opportunity to discuss 
plans and to elicit support from their com
munity of benefactors, particularly those who 
live some distance away. Alumni and santri's 
parents visit the pesantren. Other kyais and 
well wishers also visit. Some of these people 
stay for several days, allowing much time for 
discussion on general matters as well as those 
pertaining to the pesantren. By the end of this 
period many major decisions are reached, 
plans made, and sources of support and 
implementation procedures established for 
projects in the coming year. 

All of the above usually occurs informally and 
as a matter of course. Occasionally, plans are 
made and implemented in a surprisingly 
thorough fashion. In the next section, both 
casual and conscious application of the plan
ning and implementation mechanisms 
discussed here will be illustrated by describing 
their role in habitat development in each 
pesantren. However, the major characteristics 
of Pabelan and An-Nuqoyah pesantrens with 
regard to these mechanisms should be out
lined briefly. 

Pesantrens Pabelan and An-Nuqoyah, with 
approximately 1,300 and 2,000 members 
respectively, fall into the category of develop
ment-oriented pesantrens. They are presented 
here as typical examples because of their 
broadly similar planning, financing and imple
mentation mechanisms, although significant 
differences between the two exist. Such 
mechanisms are the basis for all pesantren 
activities in the development of the rural 

environment. 

Pabelan is somewhat a "model" of the deve
lopment-orientated type of pesantren. It repre
sents the potential of such pesantren rather 
than the archetype. An-Nuqoyah represents 
the more traditional and conservative in this 
category of pesantrens However, their 
differences are mostly more of degree than of 
substance. Approximately 60 per cent of 
An-Nuqoyah's classroom education draws 
from religious texts and the rest from standard 
school textbooks. In Pabelan, the proportions 
are reversed. An-Nuqoyah has also a much 
smaller range of extracurricular activities. 
Structurally, the pesantren is divided into five 
sub-pesantrens each headed by a kyai (except 
for one which has two kyais). The oldest kyai 
is the acknowledged head, although decisions 
on matters of mutual concern are collectively 
made. Each sub-pesantren is relatively auto
nomous. The kyais exert more obvious control 
over the day-to-day running of affairs and the 
santri committees appear to be less self
governing and active. Male and female santris 
have little or no interaction. 

The sources of income of the two pesantrens 
differ significantly. Santri's fees form a sub
stantial proportion of Pabelan's income; in 
An-Nuqoyah fees are nominal and barely 
cover stationery costs (Rp 15,000 or US$24.00 
compared to Rp 2,000 or US $3.36 per 
annum, respectively). Pabelan is more 
successful in receiving development grants 
from the government and non-government 
sources. An-Nuqoyah tends to rely more 
heavily on assistance from santri's parents and 
alumni and the surrounding villagers. The 
reliance partially explains An-Nuqoyah's very 
systematic method of mobilizing community 
support for projects (to be discussed in the 
next section). 

These differences between Pabelan and An
Nuqoyah may be principally attributed to their 
contrasting locational and historical charac
teristics. Pabelan is located in the Y ogyakarta 
region of Central Java, a wealthier area with 
better transport and communication links 
compared to Madura Island in East Java, a 
poorer, relatively inaccessible conservative 
area, where An-Nuqoyah is located. 
Pabelan was established in 1965 while 

An-Nuqoyah, established in 1865, is the 
oldest pesantren in continuous existence in 
Indonesia. In Pabelan, the kyai, Haman 
Djaafer, and his main assistant, Habib 
Chirzin, art? recent graduates of Gontor, a 
pesantren known for its modernizing 
influence. In An-Nuqoyah, the main pro
gressive force is the youngest and most junior 
of its six kyais. Pabelan pesantren is thus more 
innovative, draws upon a wealthier "clientele" 
of santris (and thus can ask higher fees) and, 
being more visible and receptive, attracts 
more assistance from government and non
governmental agencies. These and other 
differences in planning and implementation 
are further illustrated by the manner in which 
each pesantren has improved its rural habitat. 

Case-Study: Pabelan, Java 

Pesantren Pabelan, in a village of 6,000 
inhabitants was established in 1965 by kyai 
Haman Djaafer, on his return to his village 
from studying at pesantren Gontor. The 
physical habitat of pesantren Pabelan then 
consisted of: the kyai families in three bamboo 
houses, a mosque and half a hectare of land 
This had expanded by 1981 to some 30 
buildings (several of which were of permanent 
materials, brick and steel, etc.) on five 
hectares of land. In 1965, the pesantren had no 
paved access, a few wells and pit privies; 
fifteen years later, much of the area was 
landscaped. A piped water supply system fed 
several washing and toilet areas spread 
throughout the pesantren. Most of these 
developments were financed and imple
mented by the pesantren itself with some 
assistance from government and non
government agencies during the latter years. 

Three basic building types, characterized by 
the technology employed are apparent in the 
pesantren today, namely: the traditional type 
with bamboo walls, and bamboo or timber 
pillars supporting a shingle or tile roof; an 
intermediate type with timber walls, timber 
frame and truss supporting a tile roof; and, a 
modem type with baked brick walls and 
timber or metal truss supporting a metal or 
asbestos sheet roofing. All these materials, 
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except for the metal and asbestos, are locally 
produced. The types roughly correspond to 
consecutive phases in the pesantrens' develop
ment, each phase marked by an increased 
capacity to finance and implement construc
tion. What are the characteristics of each 
phase and how was the pesantrens' construc
tion capacity enhanced? 

In the first phase (1965-70) the kyai began by 
establishing his credibility and reputation. He 
taught a handful of santris in his house and the 
mosque. As the numbers increased and 
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particularly with those who came from afar to 
live in the pesantren, male santris slept in the 
mosque and female santris lived in the kyai's 
house. 

Some villagers donated space in their houses 
to be used as dormitories or classrooms. The 
kyai, a champion farmer in his own right, 
taught agricultural skills along with religious 
teachings. This attracted attendance by 
farmers from the surrounding areas. Similarly, 
he arranged for two of his santris who were 
builders to teach construction skills while the 

r 

pesantren implemented a modest amount of 
building and repair (4 dormitories with an area 
of about 370 square meters). The practice of 
imparting construction skills while simulta
neously improving the habitat was therefore 
established from the outset. Most of the 
buildings constructed were of a traditional 
type. The pesantren was financed largely by 
the kyai's agricultural income and some small 
donations. 

By 1970 the kyai and the pesantren were 
sufficiently well known to attract many more 
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santris, as well as the active support of the 
surrounding rural community For the first 
time, fees were charged from non-Pabelan 
santris Regular donations in cash, materials 
or labor were elicited from the Pabelan 
village, partially in lieu of fees which were not 
charged for santris from the village'. 

Physical expansion increased during the 
second phase (1970-74). Dormitories and 
classroom were constructed in bamboo as well 
as in timber and, in some cases, reconstructed; 
that is, they were dismantled on one site and 
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Pesantren Pabelan, new dormitory 

Drawing: F. Afshar 

:PO'lMITo~Y 

reassembled on another. Since the pesantren 
was located in the center of the village, the 
expansion required the relocation of some 
villagers' houses The problems such reloca
tion may have posed were eased because one 
of the wealthier land owners donated a nearby 
relocation site and pesantren members -
santris and builders - undertook the dis
mantling and reassembling Eight buildings 
covering an area of 800 square meters were 
constructed between 1970 and 1974 at an 
estimated value of Rp 10 million (US$16,129 
in 1980)5 During the latter part of this period, 
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the pesantren had an adequate regular income 
to retain a small group of paid workers and 
builders 

Pesantren activities had begun by 1975 to 
attract the attention of the government and of 
non-government bodies, such as the Institute 
for Economic and Social Research, Education 
and Information (LP3ES), a Jakarta-based 
development group 

During the third phase (1975-80) the LP3ES, 
in collaboration with other government 
agencies and universities, such as the Bandung 

Pesantren Pabelan, interior of a classloom 

Photo' C. Little/Aga Khan Awards. 

Pesantren Pabelan, interior of a classroom. 

Photo. C Little/Aga Khan Awards 
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Pesantren Pabelan, santris and Pesantren 
carpenters building classroom and dOlmitory 
furniture 

Photo F Afshm 

Pesantren Pabelan, library and meeting hall 
building. 

Photo C Little/ Aga Khan A wards. 

Pesantren Pabelan, exterior of a girls' dormitory 

Photo C Little/Aga Khan A wards. 

Institute of Technology, initiated pesantren 
workshops to train rural people in both social 
science and technological skills that were 
relevant to rural development. Training in 
building, construction of water supply and 
roads, landscaping, carpentry and masonry 
skills were major activities in these workshops. 
Some of the training was actually undertaken 
"on-the-job" during physical improvements 
on the pesantren habitat. The pesantren com
munity hall, some landscaping, and the water 
supply system were constructed in this 
manner. The workshops trained a number of 
santris, pesantren workers, and village people 
during the first few sessions (1975-77). Some 
of those trained participated as instructors 
when training was subsequently conducted in 
other pesantrellS. It was clear in 1980, by the 
number of buildings constructed since 1975, 
and their level of technology, that Pabelan's 
santris and building workers had acquired a 
high standard of technical skills. That these 
skills were further enhanced "on-the-job" was 
evident from the improved quality of buildings 
constructed between the author's visits of 1980 
and 1981. 

The projects constructed during this period 
demonstrate, in addition to technical skills, 
broader planning and operational skills of the 
pesantren. The water supply system was a 
particular test of the organizational capacity of 
the pesantren, its ability to coordinate with 
members of the surrounding community, and 
to adopt, maintain and extend a technology 
once it was introduced The system consisted 
of a hydraulic ram which pumped water from 
a river one kilometer away into several 
bamboo cement reservoirs, from which it was 
distributed to the various outlets in the 
pesantren (A hydraulic ram uses the impact of 
the water itself to pump it further. It is thus a 
"free" energy system. Bamboo cement uses 
the locally available bamboo in place of steel 
reinforcements The technologies are thus cost 
efficient and fully employ rural resources). 
The system required the construction of a 
small diversion of the river bed and the laying 
of cement pipes through villages and culti
vated fields. Constructing the diversion 
required large numbers of male and female 
santris working together. The routing of pipes 
and the timing of laying these had to be 

negotiated in advance with the farmers. The 
actual work was done by small teams of santris 
to minimize disruption or damage of cultiva
tion. The kyai personally supervised every 
stage of the project. Three or four years after 
the system's initial installation, santris and 
workers were constructing new reservoirs to 
extend the system. 

The building construction grants during this 
period were, however, a mixed blessing. With 
them apparently came the pressure to use 
higher technical standards and therefore more 
expensive technologies. (For example, brick 
buildings with metal or asbestos, and sheet 
roofing cost $65m' whereas traditional 
buildings with tile roofs costs $16/m'. A senior 
assistant to the kyai (Habib Chirizin) 

recounted how the kyai argued with one 
government donor to simplify design and 
materials in order to lower construction costs 
The donor produced in reply an official 
document for the particular building type 
wherein were to be found technical standards 
which he insisted were inviolable. Although 
only 3 of 4 buildings were constructed through 
the grants, these absorbed a disproportionate 
amount of pesantren funds since donor funds 
had to be matched with pesantren funds. Thus, 
the pesantren spent a much larger amount in 
construction during this period than may have 
been necessary 

Nevertheless, pesantren Pabelan today seems 
well established, with a regular income from 
its fee structure, funds through channels to the 
government and other sources, and a cadre of 
organizationally and technically skilled mem
bers. Its habitat reflects its capacity to utilize 
and maintain a range of construction techno
logies, from bamboo to brick and steel, and to 
combine them in creative ways, such as in 
bamboo cement. It is thus uniquely placed to 
aid in the habitat development of its sur
rounding communities. 
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Case Study: Pesantren An-Nuqoyah 

In 1887 the founder, Syrkowie, a kyai from 
Kudus, Central Java, came to Guluk-Guluk 
(population 9,(00) to settle and establish a 
pesantren. A Guluk-Guluk farmer gave the 
kyai the unused quarters in his house in which 
to live and teach. Today, An-Nuqoyah 
pesantren consists of 5 sub-pesantrens, each 
headed by a kyai (one sub-pesantren has a 
kyai's compound (which consists of housing 
for his family, the living quarters and some 
classrooms for female santris) and an 
ad joining area of living quarters for male 
santris. Other classrooms, shops, offices, 
libraries and mosques are shared by the 
sub-pesantrens. The built-up area and adjacent 
cultivated land of An-Nuqoyah covers appro
ximately 5 hectares. Unlike pesantren 
Pabelan, which lies within a densely built-up 
village, An-Nuqoyah itself forms a hamlet, 
one of several dispersed hamlets of Guluk
Guluk village. 

The historical details are unclear, but one can 
surmise that the initial expansion of the 
pesantren occurred on cultivated land either 
donated or purchased through the founders' 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, general view 

Photo F Afshar 

subsequent income from farming and trading. 
These remain as the principal occupations of 
his descendants, who are current kyais. The 
income of the six kyais, along with community 
donations, constitute the economic base of the 
pesantren. Unlike Pabelan where fees and, to 
a lesser extent, government grants are a 
significant source of pesantren income for 
construction, An-Nuqoyah's fees remain 
nominal- barely enough for such basic items 
as stationery and textbooks. Community 
donations financed much physical expansion. 

Two distinct building types characterized by 
their dominant technology exist in the 
pesantren. pondok (hut) dormitories for the 
male santris made of bamboo and timber, and 
the living compounds of the kyais, the class
rooms, libraries, co-op shop and offices made 
of lime-stone blocks. Both materials are 
locally available as are roof tiles for these 
building types. Each type, however, has a 
distinct financing and construction procedure. 

For most pondok construction, the kyais 
provide the land; incoming santris bring 
building materials from their homes, forage or 
purchase them from the area. They construct 
their pondoks either individually or in groups. 

The parents of the new, younger santris 
usually accompany them to the pesantren 
during Lebaran and help to construct these 
shelters. Otherwise, kyais delegate senior 
santris to assist in construction. The main
tenance and repair of pondoks are the respon
sibility of the santris 

All limestone block buildings are financed 
from the kyais' personal income or from 
community donations. These buildings are the 
kyais living compound and public buildings 
such as the mosques and classrooms. Com
munity donations are only used for public 
buildings whereas the kyais finance their living 
compound from their own incomes. Thus the 
construction rate of the public buildings is an 
indicator of the rate of increase in community 
donations over the years. Many of these 
buildings were constructed over the past five 
years on sites where previously traditional 
bamboo and timber buildings stood. These 
limestone buildings are constructed by 
Guluk-Guluk builders and some santris who 
have developed particular expertise in con
struction. Other santris participate as unskilled 
labour. 

What is remarkable is the amount of recent 
construction the pesantren has erected without 
government or non-govemment assistance. 
This has resulted from improvement in both 
the system of generating community assistance 
and the organization of the construction 
process. 

Previously, during the Lebaran period, the 
kyais obtained verbal pledges of material and 
financial support from members for particular 
construction projects. Projects were then 
started while attempting to get donors to fulfill 
their pledges. This system was used to con
struct one male santris dormitory of limestone 
block. The construction took over a year, 
much longer than it should have because of 
delayed or unfulfilled pledges. The cost was 
significantly more than anticipated. 

For subsequent projects, a more reliable 
procedure has been adopted. No building 
project requiring community funding is con
sidered feasible until a group of people volun
teer to form a committee to raise funds and 
oversee implementation. The committee 
usually consists of some influential and/or 
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wealthy people from the surrounding villages 
(often a santri's parents or alumni) along with 
a kyai and some senior santl·is or ustads With 
the assistance of local builders, this committee 
prepares a breakdown of the projected labor 
and material required, their costs and a 
schedule. The needs and costs are matched 
with a list of the potential constructors. Each 
committee member makes a commitment to 
donate personally a certain amount and raise 
another set amount. Everything is recorded 
and prepared during the Lebaran period. In 
the following month, committee members 
return to their villages and set up sub
committees to mobilize village resources to aid 
the project. Construction starts once 
donations are received or firm commitments 
have been made. Donations take a number of 
forms, ranging from bricks provided by an 
alumnus who runs a kiln to a portion of a rice 
harvest, which is pledged to buy materials. 

In return for community aid, the pesantren 
insures complete accountability The author 
was shown a project report for a set of 
classrooms nearing completion which detailed 
the complete fund-raising and implementation 
process. The report included lists of what was 
promised, by whom and when, what was 
received and when, dates for initiation and 
completion of each construction phase, anti
cipated costs compared to actual costs, etc. All 
of the input, including the unpaid labour of 
santris and villagers, were given monetary 
equivalents so that the amounts donated from 
all sources were comparable - regardless of 
the form of the donation. The donors could 
likewise appreciate the real monetary costs 
and value of the project for which they had 
sacrificed. 

This surprisingly sophisticated process of 
mobilizing resources and of accounting is 
proving effective. An increasing number of 
buildings have been achieved on this basis. A 
little over 1000 square metres of limerock 
buildings were constructed between 1975 and 
1980 at approximately $60/m' Both the floor 
area of permanent materials construction and 
costs were comparable to those attained in 
Pabelan for the same period. However, in 
An-Nugoyah almost all of the funding came 
from community sources and very little if any, 
came from the government. Technologies 

with higher costs (such as reinforced concrete 
and steel beams replacing timber frame) as in 
Pabelan were more apparent here in recent 
construction. 

Most recently, however, timber frame and 
plywood dormitories of a relatively high tech
nical standard were constructed by santri and 
builder teams to replace some of the cruder 
santri-constructed bamboo pondoks. This 
development suggests an ability and willing
ness to apply cheaper solutions, while never
theless upgrading the habitat. It also indicates 
that sufficient funds are now being generated 
to be channelled towards the accomodation 
needs of the male santris 

Immediate Repercussions 

The pesantrens have shown a remarkable 
capacity in planning and implementation, in 
enhancing technical skills, and in generating 
community and governmental resources. This 
was illustrated in the improvements achieved 
in their own physical habitats We might tum 
then to the question of the influence which 
such model experiences as the pesantren 
Pabelan and An-Nuqoyah may have had upon 
neighboring rural communities. 

One direct repercussion which both pesantrens 
had upon their immediate surroundings was 
through rural training programs they operated 
in collaboration with various government and 
non government agencies. As indigenous rural 
institutions, physically and socio-economically 
integrated with the surrounding community, 
they greatly facilitated the program's objec
tives of increasing the awareness and up
grading social and technical skills of the rural 
popUlace. Some of those thus trained in 
Pabelan now work in the village government 
office conducting simple surveys and other 
data collection exercises to help plan for that 
settlement. Carpenters and builders, etc., 
trained in these programs also contribute 
through the private market to habitat 
improvement of their villages. 

In An-Nuqoyah's case, its involvement in 
habitat improvement outside its own boun
daries was directly related to an LP3ES-

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, general view Kyai's 
compound 

Photo F Afshar 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, Kyai's reception room 

Photo F. Afshar. 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, general view of boys' 
dormitory 

Photo F. Afshar. 



39 Pesantrens in Java: Local Institutions and Rural Development 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, santris repairing their 
pondok - using bamboo and rough cut timber 

Photo F Afshar. 

pesantren An-Nuqoyah, santris and village 
carpenters construct new pondoks using sawn 
timber battens and plywood sheets. 

Photo F Afshm. 

sponsored training program which the 
pesantren hosted in 1978. The program 
differed markedly from earlier programs, such 
as those hosted by Pabelan, in that the santris 
practical training consisted largely of imple
menting projects for the surrounding villages 
rather than for the pesantren itself. The kyai 
most active in community development pro
jects confirmed that since the 1978 program, 
the pesantren continued to initiate and assist 
other projects By 1982, the projects included: 
pit-privies, improvement of public springs and 
wells, extension of piped water to villages 
from springs and hydraulic rams, cement 
reservoirs; installation of sand-gravel filter 
systems for water purification; tree-planting, 
and the utilization of small plots for vegetable 
gardening 

An-Nuqoyah holds weekly evening meetings 
during which groups of villagers gather for 
Koranic study and discussion on matters of 
general interest Approximately 15 such 
groups with 80 members each have been 
formed, eight of which have been particularly 
active. The ideas for the project are first 
canvassed and the organization of construction 
and supervision set up in these forums. Islamic 
precepts are drawn upon to persuade villagers 
of the need for certain projects. (For example, 
the prescription requiring ablutions before 
prayers, and the emphasis on cleanliness in 
general in Islam, proved effective in soliciting 
villagers' support for the water supply and 
sanitation projects). Thus the effectiveness 
with which the pesantrens can draw upon 
deeply held beliefs to organize institutions, 
such as the weekly forums, and to give 
credibility to development projects, underlies 
much of its unique potential in habitat 
development. 

The collaboration with government and non
government programs also initiated more 
direct action by both of these pesantrens in 
upgrading their surrounding rural habitat. The 
village of Pabelan was one of a number 
selected in conjunction with a nationwide rural 
housing program which gave 40 households in 
the village matching funds to upgrade their 
houses. The recipients were to set an example 
for others to follow The pesantlen collabo
rated with the program in the following task: 
selecting the households, organizing small 

groups of 6-8 households to upgrade their 
dwellings in a mutual aid manner, and 
assisting these groups in specific technical 
problems which surfaced during construction. 
The pesantl'en members' intimate knowledge 
of their own village, combined with the 
technical skills they had acquired, proved 
valuable in these tasks. Certainly, the reci
pients' houses generally had a much improved 
appearance compared to those of non
participants. 

It is nonetheless difficult to isolate the exact 
contributions of the pesantren from those that 
were inherent in the program. This difficulty 
applies to both the programs apparent 
achievements and shortcomings. While many 
houses had improved facades of brick, 
enquiries were made as to whether it may not 
have been better to upgrade their facades with 
cheaper, local materials and use the savings to 
also improve the health sensitive aspects of the 
houses, such as kitchen and toilet facilities. 
According to pesantren residents, brick 
facades were specifically prescribed by the 
program and which they were not permitted 
to alter. 

The pesantren's own housing (i.e., not assisted 
by government) indicates that it would not 
have proposed such changes in technology or 
aspects areas of upgrading if they had had 
more of a say in the program. For instance, 
the kyai and his family continue to live in 
traditional bamboo and timber houses but 
they have upgraded their kitchen and toilet 
facilities. Similarly the washing and toilet areas 
of the santris' quarters were redesigned to 
improve both water and conservation as well 
as hygiene. Most recently the pesantren 
constructed a house for one of the poorer 
village residents using the traditional bamboo 
and timber. The house serves as a reminder to 
the community that this technology, while 
low-cost and thus leaving sufficient funds for 
other improvements could, nevertheless, be 
smart in appearance. 

Evaluation of Future Impact 

Two factors remain to be considered if this 
particular potential of the pesantrens is to be 
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further realized. Firstly, the pesantrens them
selves need to be convinced that it is valid for 
them to actively assist in improving the habitat 
of their surrounding communities. Education, 
specifically Islamic education however 
defined, and community leadership for its 
santns remain fundamental objectives of these 
pesantrens. Pesantren members appear 
cautious about assuming a more active and 
deliberate role in development projects, 
including habitat improvement. One reason is 
that this role may detract from its fundamental 
objectives. It may be argued that just as 
Islamic precepts can effectively contribute to 
implementing a new water supply system, so 
in tum the organization and implementation 
of this system can be an excellent training 
ground for developing community leadership 
in santris. The objectives of Islamic education, 
community leadership and rural habitat 
improvement should thus reinforce each 
other. 

At present the majority of the graduated 
santris move to the urban areas and assume 
teaching positions in the Islamic Universities 
or Teachers Training Colleges)6. This is to be 
expected as a pesantren education equips 
santris particularly well to become teachers. 

, Their last two years in the pesantren, during 
which they are considered ustads and teach 
the lower grades, is in effect a two-year 
teacher training course. This final practical 
training period could be expanded to include 
an alternative option for basic training in 
relevant rural skills, such as in housing tech
nology. Thus, one problem is the need for 
some institutional arrangement that would 
make it possible and attractive for graduating 
santris to live and work in the rural areas. This 
assumed greater collaboration is the second 
rna jor factor to be considered if the pesantrens 
are to realize their potential in habitat, and 
indeed rural, development in general. 

The residential possibility as well as the range 
of educational experience and extra curricular 
activity offered by many pesantrens make 
them attractive to the wealthier santris as well 
as the poorer ones. Poorer santris earn their 
keep by working for their kyai and the 
pesantren as well as providing services for the 
wealthier santris. Some amount of cross
subsiding occurs between rich and poor in this 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, exterior of a mosque 

Photo F Afshar 

Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, interior of a mosque 

Photo F Afshar. 
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Pesantren An-Nuqoyah, construction of a student dormitory 

Photo F Afshar 

situation. The opportunity to work would not 
be present if the number of wealthy partici
pants (kyai and/or santris) was not adequate. 
For the same mechanism to work elsewhere, 
the institution would need to have credibility 
and social acceptance, even prestige, to attract 
the participation of an adequate number of 
wealthier groups 

The participation of the wealthier groups 
through the fees paid (as in Pabelan) and the 
donations made (as in An-Nuqoyah) also 
helps finance many of the construction pro
jects. The level of material aid thus received 
implied that, even allowing for a powerful 
moral imperative to sacrifice, assist and share, 
there be some resource surplus in cash or kind 
among a significant number of the partici
pating rural population; or alternatively, a 
significant surplus among a small number of 
them. It would be impossible, or at best 
unjust, for an indigenous institution to tap 
rural resources from a subsistence area. 

The involvement of wealthier groups has 
already brought us to the set of considerations 
that concern the pesantren as a whole, as well 
as its effectiveness in habitat development. 
Firstly, much depends on the kyais capacity to 
see the pesantren through difficult times. Most 
kyais are relatively wealthy and, at least in the 
first instance, can draw upon their own 
resources to initiate the pesantren and its 
projects, modest as these might be initially. 
The respect they command as religious leaders 
is reinforced by their position as relatively 
wealthy members of the rural elite. Both these 
factors aid them in gaining the cooperation 
and assistance of the surrounding rural com
munity. 

In addition to the kyai's personal influence 
and resources, the pesantren can draw upon a 
network of supporting interests both within 
the village and beyond to aid its projects. 

Within the village, the cooperation of the 
influential and wealthy is elicited by including 
them in the waqafBoard of Trustees. The 
santris parents and alumni form another group 
who typically feel a strong bond of loyalty 
towards the pesantren and consider it their 
moral obligation to help in anyway they can. 

This support network extends beyond the 
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village - across geographical and occupa
tional boundaries. Firstly, santris in many 
pesantrens, and certainly in Pabelan and 
An-Nuqoyah, come from areas all over Java 
and elsewhere. Thus the parents and alumni 
association extends correspondingly. Similarly 
many santris parents and alumni may be 
prominent people in professional and govern
ment service, including members of the ~ 

provincial and national political elite. All these 
people are favourably disposed to assist the 
pesantrens as best as they can. Many kyais all 
over Java also have an informal but strong 
bond of mutual support among themselves, 
often strengthened by family ties. 

Finally, non-government and government 
agencies, increasingly recognizing the 
pesantren potential as an influential and 
effective development force, are collaborating 
with and assistingpesantrens. 

The kyai's ability to draw on his own influence 
and to nurture all these links to solicit support 
where, when and in what form he needs it, 
can be critical to the pesantren's survival The 
planning system which so carefully elicits the 
participation of many of the above groups, 
and in return makes itself so painstakingly 
accountable to these groups, is thus an 
essential component of its development 
strategy. We have seen how this system 
translates into substantial material support for 
the pesantren, in general and specific con
struction projects in particular 

Although a pesantren does not have the 
official status of a public school, it is still a 
channel for social advancement. As earlier 
mentioned santris can assume government 
jobs, enroll in Islamic universities, and pursue 
university degrees in other Indonesian univer
sities in such fields as philosophy and litera
ture Many notable Indonesians from all walks 
of life came from pesantrens. It is thus 
prestigious to have had such an education. 

Applicability Abroad 

In tuming to the issue of whether institu
tionalized rural development modeled on 
pesantren experience might be applied in other 

developing countries, it is perhaps worthwhile 
reiterating the key factors that underlie the 
Indonesian achievements. 

One might convincingly argue that the 
pesantrens' credentials as an indigenous insti
tution rooted in Javanese tradition provide an 
authenticity that is readily acceptable to 
members of surrounding communities, as well 
as an ongoing stability. A combination of 
factors gives the pesantren continued 
relevance in its society, and helps it to 
effectively perform its functions: these range 
from ideological and philosophical to the most 
prosaic and pragmatic. 

The most pervasive factor is the ideological 
appeal that the pesantren has for the many 
Javanese who are deeply committed to Islam 
as a religion, and as a way of life. This 
commitment prompts kyais to invest their life 
and wealth in pesantrens, parents to send their 
children to the institution, santris to accept 
simple (sometimes even hardship) living con
ditions, santris, ustads and administrators to 
work on a voluntary basis and the community 
to support and aid the pesantren. This com
mitment also plays an important role in 
convincing the rural populace of the value of 
developmental changes as in the case of the 
water supply projects cited earlier 

Other Muslim countries can thus draw on the 
same ideological commitment to help initiate 
or develop similar institutions be they Koranic 
schools, or madressa. Such a start has been 
made in several countries'. However, as a 
basic motivator of sacrifice, action and 
change, an ideological commitment trans
cends specific religions or even religion as 
such. 

While commitment and motivation are funda
mental, it cannot in itself guarantee the 
longevity of an institution or effectiveness in 
physical development projects. The pesantren 
responds programatically yet flexibly, to a 
range of educational, social and economic 
needs. There is a great shortage of schools in 
rural Java. For those seeking an education, 
the 1,700 pesantrens offer this opportunity 
where often no alternative exists. (The 
Guluk-Guluk government, for example, 
established its first public school only four 
years ago). 

Even where a public school exists, there are a 
number of factors in addition to the ideolo
gical appeal already cited which make the 
pesantren the preferred alternative. The 
number and spread of pesantrens make them 
highly accessible. Although many of the 
pesantrens are simply small Koranic schools, it 
is quite common for santris to enter these and 
then move rapidly into the larger, more 
prestigious ones. Movement of santris 
between the larger pesantrens is also common 
and this is facilitated by the close ties certain 
pesantrens have traditionally with each other. 

The opportunity for the low-income santri to 
obtain an education, food and shelter by 
working in the pesantren is another important 
factor. In Java, where exceptionally high rural 
densities combine with poverty (40 per cent of 
the rural population is landless), children 
become a burden to feed rather than an asset 
to aid in working the land. Thus, an oppor
tunity to earn ones' keep and to be educated is 
most welcome to parents and youth alike, and 
it is preferable to the more impersonal and 
uncertain existence as a member of the 
unemployed urban migrants'. 

Two strengths of the pesantren movement can 
also be problematic, especially with regard to 
expansion and replicability of the institution. 
Firstly, there is the participation and support 
of the influential and/or wealthy. The familiar 
contradiction in rural development projects, 
construction or otherwise, poses itself. To 
succeed in implementation one has to have the 
cooperation, or at the very least, the neutrality 
of the wealthy and the influential However, 
many projects aimed at the poor may harm 
the interests of the wealthy, or be perceived as 
doing so by them. In rural Java the differential 
between rich and poor are not as wide as it is 
in many other rural regions; thus the problems 
of poverty may not necessarily be formulated 
in a context of competing interests. More 
importantly perhaps, the pesantrens may have 
dealth with this problem by the ideological 
appeal of its undertakings, and by assisting the 
poor in ways that do not substantially impinge 
on the interests of its supporting groups. Some 
similar formula could emerge in other Third 
World countries, particularly if the institution 
limits itself to education and to habitat 
improvement, which may be less obviously 
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Unimproved kitchen of house Note earth floor and open food and grain storage bin baskets Energy 
wasteful stove (center) requires high wood fuel consumption (woodstack-left background), 

Photo F Afshar 

House improved through government sponsored rural housing program Improvements include brick 
facade and cement floor 

Photo F Afshar 

controversial than other realms of rural 
development. 

Still another dimension to the pesantrens 
achievements, powerful appeal, and influence 
might prove problematic elsewhere: namely 
relations with the government There is, 
almost by definition, an ambiguity in relations 
between a government apparatus and an 
autonomous or even semi-autonomous 
indigenous institution. Government agencies 
are wary of independent centres of influence 
within their jurisdiction. Conversely, auto
nomous institutions are wary of being co
opted, or appearing to be mere extensions of 
the government apparatus, thereby losing 
some of their credibility as an independent 
voice in the community. Furthermore, the 
particular Islamic ideology upon which the 
pesantrens is based poses additional strains, 
depending on the attitudes of the specific local 
government towards it. No indigenous insti
tutions can survive without at least the 
acquiescence of the government. For the 
pesantrens - and by implication for similar 
institutions in other countries - to be more 
effective in habitat and rural development a 
more active collaboration will be necessary. 

There are three final considerations of the 
pesantren experience which may ultimately 
have a bearing on applicability elsewhere. 
First, few other uses compete with construc
tion projects for the pesantren resources (fees 
or donations). The cost of santris' food and 
incidental expenses are separated from fees. 
These costs are charged as such (as in 
Pabelan) or left as the responsibility of santris 
and parent (as in An-Nuqoyah). Others who 
work for the pesantren (ustads, teachers, 
administrators and advisors) do so voluntarily 
and without pay. Pabe1an's paid workers 
spend much time in construction and main
tenance activities and resources thus spent can 
be considered as part of habitat development. 
Educational materials are few, and these are 
limited to inexpensive stationery and texts 
Therefore, much of the resources raised by 
the pesantren can be allocated to habitat 
development. Such resource allocation is also 
encouraged by the fact that, for the pesantren, 
it is a more visible measure of its progress and 
achievements, and for its supporters, a much 
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more tangible and gratifying result of their 
investment. As long as the projects thus 
constructed are those that meet priority needs 
(such as improved water supply and waste 
disposal and alleviation of overcrowding in 
dormitories and classrooms), this use of the 
resources is not misplaced'. 

Second, a strong tradition of gotong-royong, 
or collective construction based on reciprocal 
assistance, exists in Java, which the pesalltrell 
can draw upon for its projects. This tradition 
provides the precedent in organizing salltris 
and builders for particular building or large 
water supply projects. It was also a major 
factor in implementing the rural housing 
program in Pabelan and the community 
development projects in An-Nuqoyah. 

Third, there is the local availability and a 
variety of building materials and technologies 
in Java (to a lesser extent in Madura Island). 
These are inexpensive and local people have 
at least a rudimentary familiarity with using 
most of them. Pabelan's built environment 
illustrates this variety of technologies. Self
built dormitories, or pondoks for An
Nuqoyah's santris, illustrate how cheap and 
simple some of these technologies can be 
while still providing a basic shelter. 

Both collective construction practices and 
low-cost technologies are fortunately present 
in many rural regions of the Third World No 
single reason can sufficiently explain why 
many of these are falling into disuse. One 
likely reason is that the institutional frame
work within which they thrived has been 
removed and no alternative has been offered 
For example, the large local landowner who in 
some regions may have financed and orga
nized major rural construction - a village 
bath, water supply system - now considers it 
the government's responsibility. The govern
ment, when it can afford to intervene, falls 
back on more expedient, standardized tech
nical solutions, and its overqualified engineers, 
neither of which may be relevant to the 
particular problem. Indigenous institutions 
such as the pesantren have the capacity to 
generate the right choices and the best use of 
the resources. They have had to do so 
themselves in order to survive and to develop. 
With assistance and guidance they can help 

communities to make progress. And in so 
doing, they will have performed a task at 
which few governments have succeeded on 
their own. 

Reference Notes 

1 Source: Abdmrahman Wahid, principal advisor on 
pesantrens to the Institute for Economic and Social 
Research, Education and Information (LP3ES) 

, Waqafis an endowment to an Islamic institution or 
cause Pesantren lesources including donations become 
waqfproperty The Kyai in Pabelan has thus donated 
all this property At An-Nuqoyah, Kyais keep personal 
and waqafincome separate, although in effect they 
invest much of theil personal income in the pesantl en 

3 Thus, one of the ustads in Pabelan informed me 
that several of those most involved in pesantren 
operations leported to the Kyai on a daily basis The 
Kyais seem to maintain an almost leisurely pace while 
the pesantren functions around them like clockwork A 
word to an ustad assembled a class or produced a meal 
in record time and in the most unlikely hours of the 
day Similady santri committees performed functions 
independent of any external supervision In Pabelan, a 
santli's committee consisting of male and female 
santris, together interview prospective entrants and 
their parents, describing the pesantren to them, elici
ting their expectations, and making arrangements for 
payment of fees, etc In An-Nuqoyah, howevel, Kyai's 
perform such functions and there is no joint male and 
female santI i committees 

4 No fees are charged to santi is from the immediately 
surrounding villages in Pabelan and An-Nuqoyah 
Donations in kind or cash are collected however This 
form of financing is institutionalized in Islam Dona
tions to religious or charitable causes - zakaat - is 
one of the five main principles of Islam and is manda
tory so long as the donation will not delay debt 
repayment or cause hardship to the donator's family 

5 These and the following figmes are estimated 
values of buildings constructed rather than cash 
expenditures The values were obtained by multiplying 
the square metre cost of a particular shelter type par 
the total square metre constructed during a given 
period Thus they include the imputed value of volun
tary labour, recycled and donated materials Actual 
cash outlays wele given by the main builder in Pabelan 
(Badrun) 

6 According to the list of alumni of pesantlen 
Pabelan, some 90 per cent of the graduating santris 
moved On to mid-level posts in the minisliy of religion 
or the Islamic universities (in the latter case, via 
teacher's training colleges) The rest went into business 
or farming, a few returning to live and work in their 
own villages 

7 For example, in Pakistan, the heads of the neigh
borhood mosques in low-income areas ale being con
sidered as "motivators" to initiate and implement 
physical upgrading in some projects LP3ES in Indo-

nesia recently received a grant to study the potentials of 
Hajis (pilgrims who have visited Mecca and therefore 
have a special standing in their communities) for 
similar development endeavors 

8 It is not uncommon for Javanese rural youth to live 
away from home from their early teens and sometimes 
ealliel This was stated by several senior pesantren 
members as well as santris A low-income farmer in 
An-Nuqoyah stated that his two sons slept in a nearby 
mosque (since a kvai starting a pesantren may begin by 
teaching in a local mosque such youths become a 
natural first set of santi is) 

, The 600 male santris living in Pesantren Pabelan 
share approximately 1,500 square metres of dormitory 
space, ie 2 5 m'lsantri (25 per cent come from the 
immediate vicinity and sleep at home) In An
Nugoyah, the 1,200 male santI is share approximately 
3,230 square metres of dOl mitory space that is 2 7 
m'lsantri (Approximately 10 per cent of the santri's 
come flom the immediate vicinity and live at home, a 
lower percentage since Madura consists of scattered, 
hamlets less well connected by lOad transport) 


