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ABSTRACT

This study examines the kyai leadership model based on pesantren culture
amid the challenges of digital transformation. The central problem revolves
around how kyai sustain the authentic values of pesantren including
religiosity, discipline, moral exemplarity, and communal solidarity while
navigating rapid technological change and global cultural pressures. This
research employs a qualitative library research approach, systematically
drawing on books, peer-reviewed journals, and scientific articles relevant to
pesantren leadership and Islamic educational management published
predominantly within the last decade. The findings reveal that kyai leadership
functions through an integrative model that harmonizes, traditional pesantren
culture such as manners, independence, orderliness, and devotion with
modern management principles, digital literacy, and formal curriculum
development. Crucially, this integration preserves institutional identity while
enabling pesantren to remain educationally competitive and socially
responsive in contemporary Indonesia.

Keywords: Kyai Leadership, Pesantren Culture, Digital Transformation,
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A. INTRODUCTION

Pesantren represents the oldest Islamic educational institution in
Indonesia, holding a strategic role in shaping the character, morality, and
scholarship of society. For centuries, pesantren have demonstrated a
remarkable capacity to endure across waves of social, political, and cultural
change, rendering them institutions of extraordinary resilience and enduring
relevance. Their existence extends far beyond functioning as centers of

religious instruction; they simultaneously serve as social and cultural
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institutions that preserve Islamic values amid the dynamic currents of modern

civilization.

Within the pesantren ecosystem, the kyai occupies a central position of
multidimensional authority encompassing administrative, spiritual, cultural,
and social dimensions. Kyai leadership is not merely managerial in nature; it
is deeply rooted in the tradition of Islamic scholarship and pesantren culture
that has been organically constructed across generations. The kyai's authority
is built upon a foundation of consistent moral exemplarity, authentic depth of
religious knowledge, personal integrity, and a genuinely close emotional bond

with both santri (students) and the surrounding community.

As Indonesia enters the era of digital transformation, pesantren face
challenges that are increasingly complex and multilayered. The exponential
advancement of information technology, the penetration of global culture
through digital media, shifting value systems within society, and rising
national and international educational quality standards all demand that
pesantren undertake systematic adaptation. The paradox confronting
pesantren is the imperative to evolve without losing identity; to innovate
without abandoning tradition; to open themselves to modernity without being

eroded by the secularization and individualism that frequently accompany it.

The culture of pesantren encompassing religiosity, moral exemplarity,
simplicity, discipline, self-reliance, Islamic brotherhood, and reverence for
teachers constitutes the foundational element that distinguishes pesantren
from other educational institutions. These values are not merely formal
norms; they have become an ingrained habitus in the daily lives of santri and
permeate the entire educational system of the pesantren. Kyai leadership that
is capable of preserving and developing this culture amid the currents of
modernization thus becomes the decisive factor in sustaining the relevance

and continuity of pesantren as an Islamic educational institution.

The phenomenon of increasingly adaptive and innovative kyai

leadership transformation constitutes a topic that is both relevant and urgent
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for comprehensive scholarly examination. Numerous pesantren have begun
integrating formal educational systems, digital technology, strengthened
institutional governance, and holistic competency development for santri all
without sacrificing the traditional values that form the identity of pesantren.
This study seeks to map the effective model of kyai leadership in

synergistically and sustainably integrating the pesantren's inherited tradition

with the demands of educational modernization.

B. METHOD
This study adopts a qualitative approach using library research

methodology. This approach was selected because the topic of kyai leadership
grounded in pesantren culture demands in-depth examination of existing
concepts, theories, and research findings within relevant scholarly literature.
Data were gathered from various pertinent primary sources, including
academic books, reputable indexed scientific journal articles, research
reports, and policy documents related to pesantren leadership, Islamic
educational management, and the dynamics of modernization in Indonesian

Islamic educational institutions.

The selection of literature sources prioritized publications from the last
ten years to ensure both relevance and currency of data. Data analysis was
carried out through three stages: (1) data reduction, comprising the process
of selecting, focusing, and simplifying information from the collected sources;
(2) data presentation, involving the systematic and thematic organization of
findings according to the focus of the study; and (3) conclusion drawing,
conducted inductively based on patterns and relationships identified across
the literature. This approach enables a comprehensive and multidimensional
understanding of the kyai leadership model and its dynamics in confronting

digital transformation.

C. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

1. Pesantren as a Value-Based Educational System
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Pesantren is an Islamic educational institution that possesses a
distinctive character and a unique value system within the landscape of
Indonesian national education. Its existence extends beyond functioning as a
site for the transfer of religious knowledge; it simultaneously serves as a center
for character formation, the cultivation of Islamic moral values, and the
comprehensive development of Islamic identity. Within the pesantren system,
the kyai occupies a central position as leader, caregiver, spiritual guide, and
the principal architect who determines the direction and character of the
pesantren's development in its entirety. The kyai's leadership carries profound
influence because it is built upon consistent exemplary conduct, authentic
depth of religious knowledge, well-maintained moral authority, and a sincere

emotional closeness with santri (Hasanah, 2025).

Pesantren culture constitutes a system of life values that has grown and
developed organically within the pesantren environment across generations.
This culture encompasses discipline in maintaining daily routines, self-
reliance in meeting personal and social needs, simplicity in lifestyle and
consumption patterns, orderliness in adhering to communal rules, adab in
interacting with peers and teachers, and a spirit of devotion to the kyai as an
expression of respect and gratitude for the knowledge received. These values
are not merely taught theoretically in the classroom; they are internalized
through direct practice in the daily lives of santri throughout their time in the
pesantren environment. Accordingly, kyai leadership grounded in pesantren
culture is, at its core, a form of leadership that places the inherited values of
the pesantren as the primary foundation for managing education, nurturing

santri, and responding to the social challenges arising from modernization.

2. Cultural Dimensions of Pesantren in Kyai Leadership

One of the primary cultural pillars practiced in pesantren is structured
discipline. Pesantren life is governed through a rigorous and systematic

schedule of activities, beginning from rising in the early hours for the tahajjud
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prayer, performing five daily congregational prayers, studying classical Islamic
texts (kitab kuning), attending formal classes, and concluding with scheduled
independent activities and rest. This discipline aims to shape the character of
santri so that they develop strong personal responsibility, effective time
management, and the capacity to balance life's priorities. Most significantly,
the kyai does not merely establish rules from a position of authority; rather,
he consistently demonstrates genuine exemplary conduct in living a
disciplined daily life. This exemplary conduct enables santri to accept,

internalize, and adhere to the prevailing norms not merely through external

compulsion, but through sincere understanding and voluntary commitment.

Self-reliance is another cultural dimension of pesantren that holds
increasing relevance in the context of modernization. Santri are accustomed
to attending to all their personal needs independently laundering their own
clothing, cleaning their living areas, managing their personal budgets, and
planning and organizing their study time with discipline and autonomy. This
habituation process aims to cultivate a resilient mentality, mature personal
responsibility, and adaptive capacity in navigating the dynamic demands of
social life. Pramitha (2020) affirms that the culture of self-reliance in
pesantren holds growing significance in the digital era, as santri are expected
to compete and adapt within an ever-evolving technological ecosystem without
losing their foundation of moral and religious values as the bedrock of their

character.

Adab, or noble character, constitutes the most fundamental and
determining cultural dimension of pesantren education. Santri are educated
to sincerely and authentically respect their teachers, parents, fellow santri,
and the wider community. Respect for the kyai known in pesantren tradition
as ta'dzim represents the most highly upheld expression of adab. Santri are
accustomed to speaking courteously, maintaining humility in every
interaction, and conducting themselves in accordance with Islamic values in
daily life. In the context of digital transformation, which frequently gives rise

to ethical crises in digital communication spaces, adab education anchored in
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kyai leadership becomes strategically vital in shielding the younger generation
from moral degradation. Zubedi, Lamatenggo, and Arifin (2022) note that the
pesantren's adab culture makes a significant contribution to shaping santri's

communication character responsible, ethical, and grounded in the digital

age.

The culture of devotion to the kyai also remains a distinctive hallmark
of pesantren that has been preserved into the modern era. Within pesantren
tradition, devotion is understood as a manifestation of the santri's respect and
gratitude for the knowledge and guidance the kyai provides with sincere
dedication. Nasith (2024) explains that the culture of devotion instills
profound sincerity, loyalty grounded in genuine reverence, and social
responsibility that transcends narrow self-interest. In the midst of
modernization, which tends to foster transactional orientations and
individualism, the culture of devotion serves as a pillar of value capable of
sustaining organic solidarity and meaningful emotional bonds within the

pesantren community.

3 Kyai Leadership in Responding to Digital Transformation

Digital transformation exerts a profound and far-reaching influence
across multiple dimensions of pesantren development. The massive
penetration of information technology, the globalization of culture through
digital platforms, the paradigm shift in education toward competency-based
learning, and rising societal expectations regarding the quality of pesantren
graduates all demand adaptive and transformative leadership responses.
Sugianto, Rofiqi, and Zainuddin (2024) find that kyai who are effective in
navigating the digital era are those capable of building digital resilience that
is, the ability to utilize technology selectively and wisely without compromising

the values of religious moderation that form the core of pesantren education.

The transformation of kyai leadership is concretely visible in the
management patterns of pesantren, which are progressively adopting digitally-

based administrative systems, developing integrated curricula that harmonize
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religious and general education, and harnessing technology in the learning
process. Hidayat (2025) notes that many pesantren are now integrating
Islamic education with formal schooling at the secondary or higher education
level, with the goal of improving the academic quality of graduates capable of
competing globally. The use of digital learning platforms, the development of
media literacy, and the integration of information technology skills into the
pesantren curriculum are also expanding rapidly as part of future-oriented

educational innovation.

Nevertheless, Saefrudin (2024) emphasizes that this transformation is
integrative rather than substitutive pesantren cultural values such as adab,
ta'dzim, character formation, and spiritual development are maintained as
non-negotiable priorities and cannot be compromised for the sake of pursuing
modernity. Visionary kyai understand that digital technology is an instrument
to be mastered and directed, not a master that determines the course of
pesantren education. This principle serves as the moral compass guiding kyai

leadership policies in navigating digital transformation.

4. Social Dimensions and Religious Moderation in Kyai Leadership

Kyai leadership grounded in pesantren culture also plays an
indispensable role in building healthy and harmonious social character
among santri. Pesantren life, with its emphasis on togetherness, mutual
cooperation, and social concern, shapes santri into individuals with strong
social solidarity and a well-developed capacity for empathy. Purnamasari
(2022) demonstrates that the communal living culture in the pesantren
environment with all its interpersonal dynamics functions as an effective
social learning laboratory for santri in developing emotional intelligence and
collaborative skills. In a modern society increasingly fragmented by digital
individualism, the social values internalized in pesantren become a precious

foundation of character.

The strategic role of kyai leadership in building religious moderation has

become increasingly vital in the era of information digitalization. Muhtarom
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(2024) explains that kyai, through a pesantren cultural approach, consistently
instill attitudes of tolerance, the ability to appreciate differing viewpoints, and
a commitment to maintaining unity in the midst of a pluralistic society. These
values of moderation are not transmitted through indoctrination, but are
internalized through the tradition of studying classical Islamic texts, the
authentic exemplary conduct of the kyai, and the ongoing cultivation of
santri's social life within the pesantren. Nasith (2024) further demonstrates

that the charisma of kyai leadership bears a significant positive correlation

with reduced susceptibility to radicalism and intolerance among santri.

5. Case Studies: Integration Models at Leading Pesantren

The dynamics of kyai leadership in the face of modernization can be
traced through several empirical cases that illustrate successful integration
models. At Pondok Pesantren Tebuireng, Saefrudin (2024) documents how
kyai leadership has succeeded in synergistically integrating traditional
pesantren education with a modern educational system. This pesantren has
implemented tiered formal education, the use of digital technology in
administration and learning, multilingual education programs, and a
strengthened institutional management system that is transparent and
accountable without sacrificing pesantren culture such as ta'dzim toward
teachers, disciplined worship, and character formation among santri. The
leadership model developed at Tebuireng is visionary, participatory, and
spiritual, capable of bridging tradition and modernity in a harmonious

manner.

At Pondok Pesantren Salafiyah Al-Utsmani Bondowoso, Suryana,
Khoiruddin, and Oktapiani (2021) document the leadership of Kyai
Muhammad Ghazali Utsman, who applies an exemplary and servant-based
leadership model in instilling religious values amid the pressures of
modernization. The kyai does not merely function as an administrative leader,
but actively serves as a spiritual guide providing moral direction across every
dimension of santri life. The leadership strategies employed include the

habituation of congregational prayer as a community-strengthening ritual,

97
Kyai Leadership as the Guardian of Pesantren Identity in the Era of Digital Transformation
Anis Maghfiroh, Nur Khoiri



Al-Furqon

Jurnal of Islamic Economics, Management and Finance

Volume 1 Nomor 4 Juni 2026

P-ISSN: xxxx-xxxx E-ISSN: xxXxXxX-XXXX

programmed and sustained character education, the formation of discipline
through a consistent code of conduct, and the wise supervision of santri's use
of digital technology. This leadership model demonstrates that pesantren

culture is not only preservable, but is strengthened precisely when confronted

with the pressures of modernization.

Research by Rahmatullah and Sunaryanto (2024) at Pondok Pesantren
Sabilurrosyad Malang reveals that the kyai's charisma exerts a determinant
influence in building religious moderation and preventing the infiltration of
intolerant ideologies within the pesantren. The kyai employs a dialogic
approach rooted in pesantren culture, authentic exemplary living, and
intensive character development to cultivate tolerant, inclusive, and moderate
attitudes among santri. This leadership demonstrates that in an era of
overwhelming digital information which frequently serves as a vector for
radical content kyai leadership grounded in pesantren culture constitutes a
constitutive bulwark in safeguarding peaceful, wasathiyah (centrist), and

socially cohesive religious understanding.

Based on the foregoing analytical discussion, a comprehensive
understanding may be drawn: the model of kyai leadership grounded in
pesantren culture in the era of digital transformation represents an integrative
leadership model that harmonizes inherited traditional pesantren values with
the necessity of adapting to contemporary developments. Effective kyai are
capable of preserving the culture of discipline, self-reliance, orderliness, adab,
and devotion as the substantive core of pesantren education, while
simultaneously remaining open to educational innovation, administrative
digitalization, and the multidimensional competency development of santri.
Such leadership enables pesantren to maintain the integrity of their culture
and Islamic values, while simultaneously developing into educational
institutions that are relevant, competitive, and responsive to the demands of

modern society.
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D. CONCLUSION

This study affirms that kyai leadership grounded in pesantren culture
represents a leadership model of high relevance and urgency in responding to
the challenges of digital transformation confronting pesantren. The kyai
functions not merely as an institutional administrator, but as an integrative
spiritual leader, authentic moral educator, consistent cultural architect, and
wise agent of transformation. Kyai leadership is built upon a living foundation
of exemplary conduct, the authentic depth of religious knowledge, and a
sincere emotional closeness with the pesantren community a foundation that

grants it irreplaceable moral and cultural legitimacy.

Pesantren culture encompassing discipline, self-reliance, orderliness,
adab, Islamic brotherhood, and devotion has been demonstrated to be not
merely a passively inherited tradition, but a living value system that is
continuously actualized and contextualized at every phase of pesantren
development. In the era of digital transformation, these values are, if anything,
increasingly relevant as a counterbalance to the negative impacts of
modernization, such as the individualism that erodes solidarity, the
degradation of communication ethics in digital spaces, and the erosion of

religious identity among the younger generation.

The findings of this study imply the critical importance of strengthening
a transformative yet deeply rooted model of kyai leadership that is, a
leadership capable of innovating in educational methodology and
instrumentation without losing the compass of values that constitutes the
identity of pesantren. The development of kyai leadership capacities in digital
literacy, modern management, and contemporary pedagogy needs to be
supported by educational policies that respect the uniqueness and autonomy
of pesantren as a pillar of Indonesian Islamic education. Further empirical
and comparative research across multiple pesantren is recommended to
deepen understanding of the dynamics and variations of kyai leadership
models in responding to digital transformation across diverse regional

contexts.
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