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9. RINGKASAN 

Campaigns have such a strategic position in political contestations such as the election of presidents 

and governors as well as the congress of political parties and social movement organisations. This 

study analyses what kinds of acclaim, attack, and defence messages were used by both Said Aqil 

and Gus Yahya during the pre-Muktamar Nandlatul Ulama (NU) 2021. Do those discourses 

influence the success of Gus Yahya, as the challenger, in taking over the NU leadership from the 

incumbent (Said Aqil)? The study applied the discourse analysis method. We base our data on the 

statements of both candidates, including their successor teams and supporters, appearing in the three 

largest online news media in Indonesia: 1) tempo.co, 2) detik.com, and 3) kumparan.com.  

10. KEYWORDS 

Political contestation, Muslim organisation, functional discourse analysis, and local democracy 

11. HASIL PELAKSANAAN PENELITIAN 

Based on the crosstab analysis, we found that the incumbent acclaimed as many as the challenger 

(25.33 % and 26.67 %). The challenger (16 %) and its campaign teams (27.07 %) attacked more 

frequently against the incumbents. In other words, the incumbent attacked the least (6.77 %), and 

the attack messages from the incumbent side mostly came from its supporters (27.82 %). The 

challenger (28.57) addressed the defence messages more frequently than the incumbent (21.43 %), 

yet the campaign teams (17.86 %) and supporters (12.5 %) of the incumbent defended more than 

the challenger (8.93 % and 10.71 %) (Figure 1). We also found that both the incumbent and 

challenger discussed more on policies in all functions of the discourse: acclaims, attacks, and 

defences; meanwhile, their campaign teams and supporters discussed more on characters (Appendix 

1).      



Figure 1. The percentage of acclaim, attack, and defence messages addressed by the incumbent and 

challenger as well as their campaign teams and supporters 

 

Acclaims of the incumbent and challenger in policy and character  

In terms of policy, the incumbent acclaimed more over past deeds (73.68 %), particularly on the 

issue of education, economic affairs, and politics. Meanwhile, the challenger acclaimed more over 

future plans (73.81 %) (Appendix 2), particularly on the issue of politics and organisational affairs 

(Appendix 3). For example, the incumbent acclaimed that during his ten years of leadership, PBNU 

established 34 new universities and seven hospitals and granted annual scholarship awards to about 

100 NU activists to continue their studies abroad. He was able to develop pesantren An-

Nahdliyah under the legal entity of PBNU. Although NU was well known as a network 

of ulama and its pesantren, Said Aqil claimed the legal entity of pesantren was mainly under 

the ulama's ownership. The incumbent also claimed he had reformed the organisation for 

transparency and economic development. For the first time in NU history, the organisation's budget 

was evaluated by an external auditor. The savings budget of the organisation increased from 500 

million IDR to 1.8 trillion IDR. In terms of politics, Said Aqil claimed he would keep the closed 

relationship between NU and the Joko Widodo regime and continue supporting the government 

programmes, particularly in encountering Islamic fundamentalism. Moreover, Said Aqil said that 

NU would be proactively engaged in politics in which the NU activists should lead the strategical 

positions within the government institutions (Detik.com, 8.12).   

In contrast, the challenger promised political repositioning of NU if elected as the NU’s executive 

leader. He promised there would not be a vice presidential candidate from NU in the next-2024 

presidential election as in 2019 (Tempo.co, 12.10). NU would also have an equal relationship with 

all political parties, including the National Awakening Party (PKB). Although PKB was established 

by NU’s leaders in 1998, Gus Yahya believed that not all NU followers were affiliated with the 

PKB (Kumparan.com, 14.12). The vision of his leadership was to revive the idea of Gus Dur. 



According to Gus Yahya, to revive Gus Dur refers to two critical agendas: 1) to strengthen the NU’s 

role in the global arena for a better human civilisation, and 2) to consolidate the independence of 

NU as a social movement organisation in Indonesia (Kumparan, 24.12). Gus Yahya argued that NU 

has a critical position to participate in global conflict mediation and promote democracy in Muslim-

majority countries (Kumparan, 21.12). Under his leadership, NU would have national strategical 

programmes such as in economics introduced by the central board (PBNU) and implemented by the 

regional (PWNU) and district levels (PCNU) (Tempo.co, 20.12). It was a form of decentralisation 

for better coordination and communication between the boards of hierarchy (Tempo.co, 10.12).  

Figure 2. Word frequency in the discourse of policies and characters in acclaims  

 

Regarding characters, all candidates acclaimed more on leadership (49.28 and 55.67 %), followed 

by ideals (39.13 and 34.02 %) and personal qualities (11.59 and 10.31 %) (Appendix 4). In 

leadership, the incumbent and its supporters acclaimed more on experiences (37.21 %); meanwhile, 

from the challenger side, they praised more on the need for regeneration (39.73 %) (Appendix 5). 

The supporters of the incumbent argued that Said Aqil deserved to lead the NU for the third round 

because he was an experienced leader. The NU’s regional board of DKI Jakarta and West Sumatra 

declared to support Said Aqil with an argument that Said Aqil could position NU in a difficult 

situation during the 2019 presidential election and modernise the management of the organisation 

(Detik.com, 3.11). Said Aqil also claimed that with his experiences, he wanted still to continue his 

leadership in the organisation (Kumparan.com, 14.12). Contrary, the campaign teams and 

supporters of the challenger argued that there was a critical need for the regeneration of NU 

leadership. For example, Nusron Wahid said that the NU, in its second-year century, should be led 

by a new and young generation such as Gus Yahya. The regional boards of Central Java and East 

Java, two provinces with the NU majority followers in Indonesia, declared to support the challenger 

due to the need for regeneration (Tempo.co, 9.12). Gus Yahya also claimed he had significant 

support from almost all local NU boards as they demanded regeneration within the NU leadership 

(Detik.com, 10.11).   

Looking at ideals, the incumbent acclaimed his principles to run as a candidate because of the great 

support from the local boards of NU and charismatic ulama (Detik.com 8.12). According to his 

campaign teams, 60 per cent of the voters in Muktamar would have committed to supporting Said 

Aqil (Kumparan.com, 22.12). Said Aqil also claimed that the charismatic ulama such as kyai Anwar 

(from Kediri), kyai Turmudzi (from Lombok), kyai Muhtadi (from Banten), and Habib Lutfi (from 

Pekalongan) supported him (Kumparan.com, 7.10). Similarly, the challenger campaign teams 

acclaimed that 24 regional boards of NU and the charismatic ulama from Lirboyo, Sidogiri, Ploso, 

and Madura agreed to support Gus Yahya (Tempo.co, 21.12). However, the incumbent emphasised 

his claims on the values, particularly the Gus Dur legitimation. Gus Yahya said that Gus Dur was 

the main inspiration in his life (Kumparan.com, 14.12). He was grateful to become the 

spokesperson of Gus Dur (from 1999 – 2001) when he had a very personal relationship with the 



president to learn about Islam and politics (NU online, 18.12). His supporters claimed that Gus 

Yahya represented the unique character of Gus Dur (Detik.com, 9.10). 

Regarding personal qualities, Said Aqil said that he came from a pesantren family in Cirebon, West 

Java, where his father was the founder and leader of the pesantren. He learned about the Islamic 

scriptures from his father at an early age. Said Aqil continued his study at Lirboyo in East Java (one 

of the oldest pesantren founded in the 1990s). He pursued a bachelor's degree in Islamic theology 

(in 1982) from King Abdul Aziz University and his master's and PhD in Islamic theology and 

philosophy (in 1987 and 1994) from the University of Ummul Quro, all in Saudi Arabia (NU 

online, 18.12). His supporters claimed that with such a prestigious background in Islamic education, 

Said Aqil was better suited to lead NU than Gus Yahya (Padasuka TV, 23.12). Gus Yahya also 

came from the pesantren family background where his father was the leader of pesantren Raudlatul 

Thalibin in Rembang, Central Java and one of the founders of the National Awakening Party 

(PKB). He was the nephew of a charismatic ulama, Mustafa Bisri and the grandson of Bisri 

Mustofa, one of the outstanding NU leaders (Mutaqin, 2022). Gus Yahya studied Islamic scriptures 

from pesantren Al-Munawir Krapyak in Yogyakarta while involved in public schools. He continued 

his education in sociology at Gadjah Mada University, but he decided to leave the college to study 

Islam in Saudi Arabia (NU online, 18.12).   

Based on the cloud analysis, we also found that 1) the idea and legitimation of Gus Dur, 2) the role 

of NU in political affairs (politik), 3) the proposal of programmes, 4) political support from PWNU 

and PCNU, and 5) legitimation of ulama (kyai) were five dominant issues coming up in the 

discourse of acclaims (Figure 2). There were also secondary issues such as 1) regeneration 

(regenerasi), 2) changes (berubah) in NU leadership (kepemimpinan), and 3) NU achievement in 

higher education (perguruan tinggi) (Figure 2).  

                  

Attacks against the incumbent and challenger in policy and character  

In terms of policy, both the incumbent and challenger discussed more past deeds (50 % and 

64.71%) and general policies (50 % and 29.41 %) (Appendix 6). The incumbent attacked more on 

the issue of politics (57.14%), followed by religious affairs (28.57 %). Meanwhile, the challenger 

attacked more on the topic of political affairs (64.29%), followed by organisational matters (35.71 

%) (Appendix 7). For example, the incumbent was critical of the challenger’s decision to attend an 

international forum organised by the global American Jewish Committee (AJC) in Jerusalem in 

2018. On his visit, Gus Yahya also met with the Prime Minister of Israel, Netanyahu, in Tel Aviv. 

Said Aqil said that NU should always stand with the Indonesian foreign policy for the independency 

of Palestine (Detik.com, 6.10). The incumbent claimed that he also received the invitation to the 

forum, but he refused it because NU would not recognise Israel as a nation if they did not do so to 

Palestine (Detik.com, 17.10). The supporters of the incumbent saw that Gus Yahya’s decision was 

controversial among the Indonesian Muslim society, who most of them supported the freedom of 

Palestine (Kumpraran.com, 21.12). Said Aqil argued that the liberalism ideology of thought 

influenced such attitude (the visit to Israel). He worried about the rise of liberalism within the 

young generations of NU because it could lead the organisation to move away from its tradition 

(ahli sunnah wal jamaah; Sunni orthodoxy doctrine) (Kumparan.com, 14.12).   

In contrast, the challenger was critical of the NU's active involvement in the presidential election 

during Said Aqil's leadership. According to Gus Yahya, the success of NU in supporting Ma'ruf 

Amin as the vice president of Joko Widodo came at the cost of conflicts between the supporters and 

oppositions of the president (Kumparan.com, 14.12). Gus Yahya also regretted using political 

identity in the 2019 presidential election when people attacked their opponents' particular races, 

religions, and social backgrounds (Tempo.co, 12.10). He argued that NU needed to maintain 

harmonies within society instead of taking part in the conflict and using political identity 



(Detik.com, 18.10). For example, Gus Yahya deplored Said Aqil, who often used jokes of "crooked 

pants" and "black forehead" against the Salafi Muslim communities (NU Online, 18.12). Gus 

Yahya also criticised the incumbent statement that NU was entitled to lead all strategic positions 

within the government. According to Gus Yahya, that statement represented the vision of a political 

party leader, not a social movement organisation (Kumparan.com, 14.12). Gus Yahya was also 

concerned with the centralisation approach of Said Aqil when the central boards of NU needed 

more awareness to share its programmes with the local boards (Detik.com, 11.12).   

Figure 2. Word frequency in the discourse of policies and characters in acclaims  

 

Looking at the characters, the supporters of the incumbent actively attacked the challenger, 

particularly on values (19.18 %) in ideals, followed by experiences (8.22 %) in leadership and 

education (1.37 %) in personal quality. In contrast, the campaign teams and supporters of the 

challenger were critical of the incumbent, particularly on the principles (37.74 %) in ideals and 

regeneration (39.47 %) in leadership (Appendix 8). For example, the incumbent was concerned with 

the government intervention to support the challenger in Muktamar. Said Aqil publicly asked Joko 

Widodo to be neutral and to let the congress delegates decide the executive leader of NU 

(Detik.com, 14.12). This statement came up since there was an indication of the hotel's sabotage 

around the venue of Muktamar by the Ministry of Religious Affairs to mobilize NU local delegates 

in supporting the challenger (Detik.com, 14.12). The minister of Religious Affairs, himself, was the 

younger brother of the challenger. The supporters of Said Aqil told the media that the challenger's 

campaign teams facilitated free flight tickets for 469 NU local delegates (voters) to come to 

Lampung (Kumparan.com, 21.12). The supporters reminded all congress delegates that the 

challenger needed more experience to lead NU (Kumparan.com, 23.12). They also degraded the 

educational background of Gus Yahya, who never completed his undergraduate from either Gadjah 

Mada University or any university in Saudi Arabia (Pada Suka TV, 23.12).  

Contrary, the campaign teams and supporters of the challenger argued that Said Aqil was too old 

(70 years old) to lead the NU (Kumparan.com, 10.9). For example, Saifullah Yusuf and Nusron 

Wahid said regeneration was in need since most Indonesian Muslims were demographically young 

people under 45 years old (Tempo.co, 18.12, Detik.com, 8.10). The supporters of Gus Yahya 

argued that if Said Aqil led the organisation for the third time, it would obstruct the regeneration 

processes within the NU leadership (Tempo.co, 15.12). Moreover, Saifullah Yusuf was very critical 

of the fairness of Muktamar. He perceived that the decision of Said Aqil on 16th November to 

postpone the Muktamar (from 23rd to 24th of December 2021) for an undetermined time was an act 

that violated the NU constitution (Kumparan.com, 1.12). He said that Said Aqil, as the executive 

leader of NU, could not organise the Muktamar and the postponement of Muktamar would benefit 

Said Aqil in consolidating his supporters (Tempo co, 19.11). Saifullah Yusuf also questioned Said 



Aqil’s fairness in issuing several act letters of NU local boards, such as the regional board of North 

Sumatra, who were perceived to have a favourable vote for him (Tempo.co, 21.12).   

We also found that there were five dominant issues discussed in the attacks namely 1) Israel, 2) 

politics (politik), 3) regenerations (regenerasi), 4) sabotage and hotels (sabotase), and 5) letters 

(surat) (Figure 3). The issue of Israel and politics represented the discourse on policies, while 

regenerations, sabotages, hotels, and letters reflected the dominant discourses in characters.  

                

Defences of the incumbent and challenger in policy and character   

In terms of policy, the incumbent defended more on the future plan (66.67 %) followed by the past 

deed (37.5 %), while the incumbent defended more on the past deed (62.5 %) followed by future 

plans (33.33 %) (Appendix 9). For example, the incumbent defended his plan that the active 

involvement of NU in politics would be for the sake of organisation's development, not for his own 

ambition. He told the media that he had no ambition to become a president or a minister. He 

promised that NU would always be independent of any government intervention event the 

organisation took part in supporting the presidential candidacy (Tempo.co, 21.12). Said Aqil 

answered against the critics of his top-down leadership on the organisational affairs that if the 

regional boards of NU were not satisfied with his programmes, they would not accept his 

accountability reports during the Muktamar (Kumparan.com, 23.12). He claimed that although there 

were not many transferred programmes from PBNU, NU's regional boards were very independent 

in creating their economic initiatives to empower rural Muslim communities in dealing with 

property (Kumparan.com, 23.12). Moreover, the campaign teams of Said Aqil doubt Gus Yahya's 

campaign teams' acclaim on the majority supports from the congress delegated. They said that the 

supporters of Said Aqil would remain solid and commit to voting for him in the Muktamar, and 

Said Aqil would defeat Gus Yahya (Detik.com, 8.12).     

From the challenger side, Gus Yahya was concerned about the criticisms against his visit to Israel in 

2018. He argued that building a close relationship with Jews communities was critical if NU 

committed to participating in the peace negotiation of Palestine – Israel. He claimed that he 

continued Gus Dur's legacy, who visited Israel in 2002 to promote a harmonious relationship 

between Muslim and Jews communities (Detik.com, 6.10). Gus Yahya said that he always stood for 

Palestine, and his efforts were aimed at the freedom of Palestine (Kumparan.com, 14.12). He 

claimed that during the visit, he asked the Jews communities to change their attitudes and mindset 

about Palestine and Islam (Detik.com, 28.9). He believed that there were shared values and interests 

between Muslim and Jews communities. Gus Yahya argued that NU, as the most prominent Islamic 

organisation had a responsibility to take the lead in the Palestine-Israel conflict resolution processes 

as Gus Dur previously pioneered that effort (Kumparan.com, 14.12).  

Figure 2. Word frequency in the discourse of policies and characters in acclaims 

 



Looking at the characters, the incumbent and his campaign teams and supporters defended more on 

the ideals (76.47 %) and leadership (38.1 %), particularly on the fairness of Muktamar and 

regeneration. Meanwhile, the challenger and his campaign teams and supporters defended more on 

ideals (76 .47 %), and personal qualities (23.53 %), yet the topics were related to government 

intervention towards the Muktamar and the educational background (Appendix 10). For example, 

Said Aqil clarified that he postponed the Muktamar for an undetermined time because he followed 

the social mobility restriction of the covid-19 introduced by the central government (Tempo.co, 

18.11). His campaign teams also answered Syafullah Yusuf's question that Said Aqil would 

constitutionally be legitimate to lead the organisation until the upcoming Muktamar (Tempo.co, 

2.12). In answering the issue of regeneration, Said Aqil argued that the constitution of NU allowed 

him to take part in the contestation for the third round period of leadership. He illustrated himself 

with Gus Dur, who had also led NU for the third period (Detik.com, 7.10). He defended that NU 

followers should not worry about his age because he would involve many young generations in the 

next NU central boards. He claimed that, under his leadership, PBNU would always be fresh with 

its programmes and with the main support of young generations (Detik.com, 8.12). 

Regarding fairness, Gus Yahya also defended himself by saying there was no government 

intervention to support him in the Muktamar. He granted that President Joko Widodo had no 

political interest in intervening in the result of Muktamar (Kumparan.com, 22.12). His supporters 

were also concerned about criticising Gus Yahya's lack of leadership experience. They claimed that 

Gus Yahya was actively involved in organisations since he was a student, particularly in Islamic 

Student Association (HMI). They contended that Gus Yahya was one of the crucial figures in 

reforming the management of GP Anshar (one of NU's autonomous organisations) to be the largest 

youth organisation in Indonesia (Kumparan.com, 22.12). The supporters also regret the attack on 

Gus Yahya's educational background. They said that an academic degree did not guarantee the 

ability of somebody to lead an organisation. Even though Gus Yahya did not hold any college 

degree, they believe that the challenger had the intellectual capacity to lead the NU, as Gus Dur, 

who did not finish his study at the university (Tempo.co, 22.12). 

We also found in the cloud analysis that the issues of 1) Palestine, 2) free from government 

intervention (pemerintah; dukungan), 3) constitution of the organisation (konsitusi), 4) politics 

(politik), and 5) property (kemiskinan) were five dominant issues coming up in the discourse of 

defences (Figure 3).  
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