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Abstract: "In Minangkabau tradition, there are the terms tali tigo sepilin
and tungku tigo sajarangan, which refer to three important groups with strong
influence: ninik mamak (clan leaders), alim ulama (religious scholars) and cerdik
pandai (intellectuals). The problem is although Wisran Hadi is widely recognized
as a writer and cultural intellectual, his identity in the Islamic context of
Minangkabau has received little attention. Therefore, this study aims to explore
the religious side of Wisran Hadi. This research is library-based and uses a
qualitative method. To examine Wisran Hadi’s biography, Skinner’s behaviorism
theory is applied. The findings show that education and external stimuli from
family and social groups influenced Wisran Hadi’s ideology. From an early age,
he received guidance from his parents, especially his father, who was both a
Minangkabau religious leader and a prominent Qur’anic commentator in
Indonesia. Although widely recognized as a writer, Wisran Hadi consistently
adhered to Islamic teachings as a guide in life. His obedience can be seen in his
instruction to perform ablution and recite the Qur'an before starting drama
rehearsals. Based on this, in addition to being regarded as an intellectual, Wisran
Hadi can also be considered a religious scholar.”
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Introduction

In Minangkabau tradition, there is a concept of traditional leadership
known as tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin, which represent the
three main pillars of society: ninik mamak (customary leaders), alim ulama
(religious leaders) and cerdik pandai (intellectuals). Although the exact
meaning of tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin is still debated, the
essence of these three groups lies in their synergic role in maintaining social,
moral, and intellectual balance within the community.! According to
Nofialdi, tungku tigo sajarangan functions as an institution that regulates
inheritance matters.2 Its role is diverse, such as handling cases of violence
against women and childrens3, responding to the Covid-19 pandemic4 and
addressing illegal gold mining5.

Over time, this leadership system has experienced shifts in roles and
functions.® One of the causes of this change was the New Order
government’s policy on the domestication of women and the unification of
village political apparatus.” Nevertheless, the traditional leadership system
of tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin is still practiced today, as
seen in the administration of Nagari Kapau, Agam Regency.8

t Lukmanul Hakim, Rahmad Tri Hadi, and Ahmad, “Minangkabau Leadership
Philosophy: Synthesizing Religion, Adat, and Intellectuals in the History of Islamic Political
Thought,” Miqot: Jurnal Ilmu-Ilmu Keislaman 49, no. 1 (2025): 117—40,
https://doi.org/10.30821/miqot.v49i1.1357.

2 Nofialdi and Siska Rianti, “The Distribution of Pusako Randah Property in
Minangkabau Society: Between Cultural Tradition and Islamic Law Provision,” Mazahib
Jurnal Pemikiran Hukum Islam 23, no. 1 (2024): 271-304,
https://doi.org/10.21093/mj.v23i1.7257.

3 Aria Zurnetti et al., “The Role of The Minangkabau Customary Law Tigo Tungku
Sajarangan in Preventing Domestic Violence Against Women and Children in West
Sumatra, Indonesia,” ISVS E-Journal 10, no. 1 (2023): 229—37.

4 Cici Safitri, Tengku Rika Valentina, and Ario Wicaksono, “Forms of Government
Collaboration at the Local Level in Handling the Covid-19 Disaster,” E3S Web of
Conferences 331 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202133102003.

5 Sahrul and Afrahul Fadhila Daulay, “The Local Wisdom of Indigenous
Communities, Religious Leaders, and Intellectuals in Mitigating the Social Impacts of
Tllegal Gold Mining in West Pasaman, West Sumatra,” Miqot: Jurnal Ilmu-Ilmu Keislaman
49, no. 1 (2025): 50—73, https://doi.org/10.30821/miqot.v49i1.1375.

6 Roswita Sitompul et al., “Revitalization Model the Role of Tigo Tungku Sajarangan
in Fostering Character of Children in Minangkabau Family and Its Socialization through
Website,” International Journal of Engineering and Technology(UAE) 7, no. 2.5 Special
Issue 5(2018): 53—57, https://doi.org/10.14419/ijet.v7i2.5.13950.

7 Maryam Jamilah, Satria Ananda, and Asrinaldi, “Resilient Traditions, Modern
Realities: Women’s Agency in Minangkabau’s Political Economy,” Journal of Southeast
Asian Human Rights 8, no. 1 (2024): 89—114, https://doi.org/10.19184/jseahr.v8i1.45178.

8 H. Malau et al., “The Implementation of Customary Values on the Administration
of Governance: A Study on the Village Governance Based on Local Wisdom At Nagari
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A similar model of traditional leadership is also found in other cultural
contexts, such as Samoa in the Pacific Islands. So’o states that in Samoa
there is a leadership system called tama-a-aiga9, which reflects the tripartite
Minangkabau system. The ninik mamak, who hold the title penghulu, are
parallel to the matai in Samoa, who also bear the title tulafale. In Samoa, a
matai can be a woman.!° Previous research has mostly discussed the roles
of these leadership systems. However, there has been little exploration of
how individuals may be categorized as part of one of the three main pillars
within these systems. Therefore, this study focuses on Wisran Hadi, a
Minangkabau writer and cultural figure.

Academic discussions on Wisran Hadi have often concentrated on
Minangkabau culture and its transformation. Scholars have analyzed the
social changes of the Minangkabau community as reflected in his works?,
as well as the position of women in Minangkabau society.12 These studies
highlight the cultural engagement of Wisran and the influence of
Minangkabau philosophy in his writings. However, Wisran’s identity in the
Minangkabau context, which is closely tied to Islam as expressed in the
philosophy Adat Basandi Syarak, Syarak Basandi Kitabullah (ABS-SBK),
has rarely been explored.

Wisran’s ideology as an individual who was obedient to Islamic
teachings is clearly described by Pramayoza in his writing. Wisran asked his
students to perform ablution before drama rehearsals and encouraged them
to read the Qur’an alternately. This shows the integration of religious values
in his theater practices. Wisran also emphasized that death could come at
any time, so if a student died while rehearsing in a state of purity, it would
be considered a martyr’s death. This idea reflects his view that links art,
worship, and piety. Therefore, Wisran is often compared to a preacher—not
one wearing a white turban on the pulpit, but through his literary and
theatrical works. In this way, Wisran spread the values of honesty and
Islamic teachings through cultural media. In addition, Wisran also founded
“Bumi Teater” as a modern form of surau, which functioned as a place of

Kapau, Agam Regency of West Sumatra, Indonesia,” Russian Journal of Agricultural and
Socio-Economic Sciences 2, no. 98 (2020): 49—58.

9 Asofou So‘o, “The Constitutionalization of Samoan Politics: A Comparison of the
1975, 1982 and 2021 Political Crises,” The Journal of Pacific History 57, no. 4 (2022).

10 Kerryn Baker et al., “Tradition Meets Democracy: Perceptions of Women’s Political
Leadership in Samoa,” Politics and Gender 20, no. 4 (2024): 936-52,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743923X2400031X.

1 Delia Putri, “The Shift of Minangkabau Cultural Values in The Novel Persiden by
Wisran Hadi (A Genetic Stucturalism Approach),” Humanus 15, no. 2 (2016): 120—30.

12 Abdul Mu’is, “Women’s Representations in Novel Negeri Perempuan by Wisran
Hadi and Novel Kenanga by Oka Rusmini: A Study of Literature Sociology,” Proceedings
of the 4th International Conference on Language, Literature, and Education (ICLLE-4
2021) 604 (2021): 1-6.
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worship, a center of education, and character building.!s

However, in this writing, Pramayoza did not address Wisran’s position
within the traditional Minangkabau leadership system. By placing Wisran
within the framework of Minangkabau traditional leadership, this article
aims to show how his worldview and ideology were shaped not only by
cultural heritage but also by his engagement with Islamic thought. If
Pramayoza identified the paradoxical ideology of Wisran Hadi4, this study
highlights the religious dimension in Wisran’s intellectual identity. Thus,
this research is expected to provide a more balanced understanding of
Wisran’s contribution to Minangkabau society and to the wider world.

Method

This study on Wisran Hadi is qualitative research. It does not use
numerical data in the process of analysis. The type of research is library
research. The data sources consist of references that describe Wisran’s
identity, such as books and articles. The data were obtained from both
printed and digital references. The collected data went through three stages:
reduction, analysis, and conclusion.

Since a large amount of data was collected from both offline and online
sources, data reduction was necessary to select the most relevant
information for the focus of the study. The data in this research are related
to the concepts of tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin, as well as
Wisran Hadi. These concepts, which still have different interpretations and
meanings, are explained in detail within the theoretical framework.

In the reduction stage, four aspects were considered. First, leadership
systems in certain societies or nations, including the intervention of
intellectuals. Second, the roles and functions of intellectuals, which are
largely the result of social construction. Third, the forms of contribution
made to a particular society. Fourth, the life experiences of intellectuals that
shape their ideology.

The theory used in analyzing the data of this study is Skinner’s
behaviorism (2009). Observable and measurable behavioral concepts such
as learning experiences, environmental conditioning, and the motivation of
close individuals are applied as Skinner’s instruments to examine Wisran
Hadi’s personality.5s Each concept is interpreted, and conclusions are drawn
to explain the research findings in combination with the implications of this

13 Dede Pramayoza, “The Aesthetics of Eternal Paradox: Endless Dialogue between
Islamic and Minangkabau Thought in Wisran Hadi’s Dramaturgy,” Cogito -
Multidisciplinary Research Journal XIV, no. 2 (2022): 160—-80.

14 Pramayoza.

15 Skinner Burrhus Frederic, “Phychology of Classroom Learning an Encyclopedia” 1
(2009).
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study for intellectual development.

Skinner’s Behaviorism Theory

The theory used to trace Wisran Hadi’s biography is Skinner’s
behaviorism. In his novel Walden Two, Skinner speculates about behavior
as a bridge toward building an ideal community.¢ In the novel, he offers a
solution to social problems, beginning with the creation of a productive and
creative social environment.7 Such a productive and creative environment
depends on the available resources, both natural and human.

In Minangkabau tradition, nature itself serves as a teacher for the
community, consisting of mountains, hills, valleys, lakes, coasts, and
mines.!8 These natural riches are utilized by the Minangkabau people. As a
Minangkabau writer, Wisran was closely connected to his culture. The
inspiration for the words in his works grew from the limitless Minangkabau
nature. Besides nature, Wisran’s identity was also shaped by his learning
experiences. Skinner emphasizes that:

Education is the process of shaping behavior that will be
beneficial for individuals and others in the future.9

Education as Wisran’s Experience was gained through both religious
and general studies, acquired formally and informally. His formal education
was obtained at a state institution when he studied at the Indonesian
Institute of the Arts (ISI) Yogyakarta. It was formerly called ASRI
(Indonesian Academy of Fine Arts), and is now known as ISI (Indonesian
Institute of the Arts). His informal education came from his family and
social environment. Knowledge of Islamic teachings was primarily inherited
from his father, a Minangkabau religious figure at the time. Furthermore,
the strong Islamic tradition of Minangkabau society shaped Wisran to
remain obedient to Allah and His teachings.

Wisran was able to balance between general knowledge and religious
studies. Although his higher education focused on the arts, he was often
described as engaging in small but meaningful religious practices. For
instance, before drama rehearsals, Wisran asked his students to perform
ablution. Before starting the practice, he accustomed the actors to recite the
Qur’an. During Ramadan, in between explaining drama theory and writing

16 Burrhus Frederic, 832.

7 Skinner Burrhus Frederic, Walden Two (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing
Company, 1948), 260.

18 Siti Fatimah et al., “Rendang Lokan: History, Symbol of Cultural Identity and Food
Adaptation of Minangkabau Tribe in West Sumatra, Indonesia,” Journal of Ethnic Foods
8, no. 1 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1186/s42779-021-00088-2.

19 Skinner Burhuss Frederic, Ilmu Pengetahuan Dan Perilaku Manusia
(Terjemahan) (Yogyakarta: Pustaka Pelajar, 2013), 615.
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plays, Wisran incorporated lessons from Islamic teachings, particularly
from the Qur’an. What he did might have seemed trivial or even humorous,
yet those practices are remembered by his students long after his passing.2°

According to Skinner’s behaviorist theory, human behavior is shaped
by culture. Environmental influences can be analyzed through cultural
variables that interact with individuals.2! These cultural variables include
employment level, motivation, emotional tendencies, repertoire, self-
control, self-knowledge, and neurotic behavior.22 Wisran’s cultural
variables clearly differed from those of Gandhi, which explains why
individual or group behaviors vary. Skinner further adds that:

... abundant positive reinforcement is provided by the family,
the group as a whole, and various subgroups, as well as
governmental, religious, psychotherapeutic, economic, and
educational agencies.23

From the description above, it can be concluded that Skinner’s
behaviorism theory provides three main stressings in understanding
individual behavior. First, the conditions of the social environment. Second,
viewing education as a learning experience. Third, observing culture as
something that constantly interacts with human beings.

The Minangkabau World

Geographically, Minangkabau is located in West Sumatra, in the Bukit
Barisan Mountains which stretch along the island of Sumatra.24 The Bukit
Barisan Mountains divide Sumatra into two parts, the west and the east.25
This condition forms the basis of the Minangkabau philosophy alam
takambang jadi guru. The philosophy means that everything found in nature
serves as a source of learning and experience.26 In its historical
development, the Minangkabau community also established the surau as a

20 Pramayoza, “The Aesthetics of Eternal Paradox: Endless Dialogue between Islamic
and Minangkabau Thought in Wisran Hadi’s Dramaturgy.”

21 Burhuss Frederic, Ilmu Pengetahuan Dan Perilaku Manusia (Terjemahan), 643.

22 Burhuss Frederic, 643—46.

23 Burhuss Frederic, 644.

24 Khairil Anwar, “Disaster Mitigation Local Wisdom in the Tradition of the
Minangkabau Community,” E3S Web of Conferences, 2021, 1—5.

25 Dewi Imelda Roesma et al., “Haplotype Network and Molecular Evolution of
Clarias Batrachus in Sumatera Based COI Gene,” Pakistan Journal of Biological Sciences
26, no. 1 (2023): 48—55, https://doi.org/10.3923/pjbs.2023.48.55.

26 Nila Virgo Lestari and Hamdi Rifai, “Design of Edupark Bukik Chinangkiek’s
Physics e-Book with a Scientific Approach,” Journal of Physics: Conference Series 1876,
no. 1 (2021): 1, https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/1876/1/012048.
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place for gaining knowledge and nurturing children’s talents.27

These surau were usually occupied by boys. From an early age, boys
stayed and lived in the surau. The purpose was to give them broader life
experiences so that, when they became heads of families, they would be
prepared to face various situations outside.28 This reflects the geographical
context of Minangkabau, which taught survival skills—living near forests
with wild animals, along coastal areas prone to tidal waves, and in surau far
from extended families.

The Essence of Tungku Tigo Sajarangan and Tali Tigo
Sepilin

Therefore, there are two traditional leadership systems in
Minangkabau known as tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin. The
role and function of tungku tigo sajarangan is as a policymaking institution
concerning inheritance.29 However, it is not limited to that, because tungku
tigo sajarangan consists of three elements: ninik mamak, alim ulama and
cerdik pandai. Responsibility for customary issues is held by ninik mamak,
for religion by alim ulama, and for government regulations by cerdik
pandai.3°

Among the roles of nintk mamak is protecting traditions, especially in
the bajapuik marriage system.3! Alim ulama lead religious activities, guide
moral values, and encourage people to care about their surroundings
through religious institutions.32 Meanwhile, cerdik pandai in the
Minangkabau context includes intellectuals, bureaucrats, politicians, and
all professions.33

Azwar’s wording, which uses the term “all professions” to classify the

27 Efrizon et al., “Sustainability of Cultural Values, Inheritance, and Literacy in
Strengthening Human Resources in Minangkabau,” Quality - Access to Success 25, no. 202
(2024): 262, https://doi.org/10.47750/QAS/25.202.28.

28 Alfurqan Alfurqgan et al., “Harmony and Divergence: Unraveling the Influence of
Surau in Minangkabau Religious Landscape,” Cogent Arts and Humanities 12, no. 1
(2025): 1, https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2025.2510057.

29 Nofialdi and Rianti, “The Distribution of Pusako Randah Property in Minangkabau
Society: Between Cultural Tradition and Islamic Law Provision.”

30 Yenny Febrianty, FX Adji Samekto, and Sukirno, “Legal Protection of Indigenous
Rights and Traditional Values of Bajapuik Marriage Traditions in West Sumatra,”
Systematic Reviews in Pharmacy 11, no. 12 (2020): 1211,

https://doi.org/10.31838/srp.2020.12.177.

3t Febrianty, Samekto, and Sukirno, 1210.

32 Sahrul and Daulay, “The Local Wisdom of Indigenous Communities, Religious
Leaders, and Intellectuals in Mitigating the Social Impacts of Illegal Gold Mining in West
Pasaman, West Sumatra,” 52.

33 Welhendri Azwar et al.,, “Nagari Minangkabau: The Study of Indigenous
Institutions in West Sumatra, Indonesia,” Jurnal Bina Praja 10, no. 2 (2018): 235.
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group of cerdik pandai, provides a broader meaning. From these
definitions, it can be concluded that major Minangkabau figures involved in
politics, social life, and culture are referred to as cerdik pandai. In this case,
Wisran Hadi is no exception.

The Journey of Wisran Hadi: Intellectual and Religious
Aspects

Wisran Hadi was a Minangkabau cultural figure born in Lapali,
Nanggalo Padang, on June 27, 1945. Being born in the independence era,
his life story reflects many historical moments that he later expressed in his
writings. His childhood experiences, teenage years spent away from home,
and his family ties to the Pagaruyung Kingdom are the main reasons why he
was chosen as the subject of this study. From an early age, Wisran developed
a love for Minangkabau arts, such as randai (a traditional performance art).
This talent continued into adulthood, encouraging him to pursue higher
education in the arts at a private university in Yogyakarta.

During his studies, Wisran often applied his knowledge through art
exhibitions, both individually and in groups. After graduating, he returned
to his homeland, bringing with him the artistic knowledge he had gained in
Java. In Padang, Wisran began to achieve recognition for his talent in fine
arts, with achievements at local, national, and even international levels.
Besides honing his skills, he also enjoyed sharing his knowledge by teaching
in various educational institutions.

Although he lived for about four years in the City of Students
(Yogyakarta), Wisran’s love for his homeland never faded. After earning his
bachelor’s degree, he returned to Minangkabau and continued his career
there. For him, Minangkabau carried deep historical significance for himself
and his family. Its matrilineal kinship system, customary law, tribal
leadership, and clan-based villages were unique characteristics of
Minangkabau that remained unforgettable. Facing the challenges of
globalization, Wisran sought various ways to adapt while maintaining his
cultural roots.

As an intellectual, Wisran Hadi gained wide knowledge of art and
culture from both internal and external sources. Internal sources included
Minangkabau’s own artistic and cultural traditions, while external sources
came from his studies outside his homeland. Discussions about Wisran as a
writer and cultural figure seemed endless. After completing his degree in
arts, Wisran returned to Padang and began achieving success from the
regional to the international stage. As recorded on his WordPress site,
Wisran’s mastery of art and literature even took him abroad to Malaysia, the
United States, and Japan.

Among his achievements were being named one of Indonesia’s best
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writers, receiving the Anugerah Seni award, being recognized as an
exemplary artist and cultural figure, serving as a guest lecturer at the
National Academy of Fine Arts under the Ministry of Culture, Arts, and
Heritage of Malaysia, and as a visiting lecturer at Andalas University in
Padang. He was also a regular columnist for Padang Ekspres and Singgalang
newspapers, managed a cultural program on TVRI West Sumatra, and won
15 national drama script competitions. Several of his plays were later
published through literature book projects and adapted into films by TVRI
Palembang, Padang, and Jakarta.34

From these accounts, this article seeks to explore Wisran’s religious
side. In a 2020 discussion organized by Teroka titled Wisran Hadi from
Near to Far, four speakers shared their experiences with Wisran: Erry
Anwar, S. Metron Masdison, Kuniasih Zaitun, and Heru Joni Putra. Erry
Anwar, director of Teater Bel Bandung, recalled his first meeting with
Wisran in 1988, when Wisran introduced him to a randai performance.
Randai is a traditional Minangkabau performance art staged in a circle and
accompanied by songs. On another occasion, Erry also rehearsed drama
with Wisran in preparation for the Indonesia—United States Artists’
Meeting (KIAS) in the late 1990s.

S. Metron Masdison, director of Ranah PAC (Performing Arts
Company), met Wisran in the early 1990s. He recalled rehearsals for the
play Empat Lakon Padri, during which Wisran, in the month of Ramadan,
often included discussions of the Qur’an between drama practices. Zaitun,
a lecturer in theater at ISI Padang Panjang, only knew Wisran through his
works, but nevertheless concluded that Wisran was a preacher—not one
who preached with a white turban, but one who preached on white paper.
She emphasized that Wisran presented phenomena with great honesty.
Similarly, Heru Joni Putra, an art curator at Galeri Kertas Depok, never
interacted directly with Wisran but knew him through his writings. In
Wisran’s play Jalan Lurus, for example, Heru identified semiotic
representations of the divine, such as the pinang tree symbolizing the
singular strength of God.35

These testimonies highlight Wisran’s religiosity. Metron, quoting A. A.
Navis, stated that Wisran had actually built a surau (a traditional Islamic
learning center). This recalls Syekh Burhanuddin Ulakan, a Minangkabau
cleric who established a surau after studying under Syekh Abdurra’uf al-
Singkili in Aceh. The surau was originally a traditional Islamic educational
institution in Minangkabau.3¢ This indicates that Wisran not only loved his

34 Sources cited from https://wisranhadi.wordpress.com/tentang-wisran-hadi

35 Sources cited from www.youtube.com/watch?v=8D9VP4U LZQ&t=27s
36 Efrizon et al., “Sustainability of Cultural Values, Inheritance, and Literacy in
Strengthening Human Resources in Minangkabau,” 266.
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culture but also sought to continue the legacy of Syekh Burhanuddin. In this
sense, Wisran’s Bumi Teater could be seen as his modern surau, where he
taught theater to his students. Zaitun’s claim that Wisran was a preacher
highlights his consistent adherence to Islamic teachings in all activities,
even though his main field was art. Islam emphasizes honesty as the key to
success, and Wisran expressed Minangkabau realities in his works with
honesty. Heru’s statement about Wisran’s representation of divine
authority in his drama also supports this religious interpretation.

At the end of the discussion, Puti Reno Raudha Thaib, Wisran’s wife,
also conveyed that Wisran greatly valued words. Therefore, whenever he
was about to write a work, Wisran always opened and read several Qur’anic
commentaries (tafsir) to carefully select the words (diction) he would use in
his writing. Wisran highly honored words because, according to him, we all
came to know religion through one word, namely iqra’, which means “read”
(Q.S. Al-‘Alaq: 1). On this occasion, ITham Yusar, one of Wisran’s students,
also stated that his teacher’s religious side was beyond doubt. In addition to
receiving lessons from his own father, a prominent figure at
Muhammadiyah Mosque in Padang, Wisran also received Islamic education
at an Islamic Teacher Training School (PGA). Once, Ilham was scolded by
Wisran for neglecting prayer, and Wisran reminded him that if one
performs prayer first and then continues with theater practice or any other
activity, and death comes during that moment, it would be considered
syahid (martyrdom) and khusnul khotimah (a blessed ending).3”

Dede Pramayoza also confirmed these statements, saying that to
become a good theater actor in pronouncing words, Wisran trained his
students to read the Qur’an alternately during drama rehearsals.
Furthermore, before going on stage, Wisran instructed his students to
perform ablution (wudhu). His reason was that death could come at any
time. If death occurred while performing on stage, the students would be
considered martyrs because they were in a state of purity.38 From these
accounts such as building the surau, instructions to perform wudhu,
studying and reading the Qur’an, the concept of martyrdom, choosing words
based on Qur’anic commentaries, representing a single authority in drama
scripts, and the value of honesty in a preacher, it can be concluded that
besides being an intellectual (cerdik pandai), Wisran can also be
categorized as alim ulama (religious scholar) because his behavior showed
strong adherence to Islamic teachings as his faith.

37 Sources cited from www.youtube.com/watch?v=8DqVP4U LZQ&t=27s
38 Pramayoza, “The Aesthetics of Eternal Paradox: Endless Dialogue between Islamic
and Minangkabau Thought in Wisran Hadi’s Dramaturgy.”
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Traditional Leadership System and The Role of Intellectuals

Basically, every region has its own traditional leadership system. In
Minangkabau custom, the traditional leadership systems of tungku tigo
sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin represent a community leadership
institution that covers custom, religion, and governance.39 Custom is led by
the nintk mamak (traditional leaders), religion by the alim ulama (religious
scholars), and governance by the cerdik pandai (intellectuals). Historically,
the cerdik pandai group was considered an elite group because they had
studied in Dutch schools. Today, the cerdik pandai are associated with
scholars, politicians, cultural figures, or employees in other government
institutions. The cerdik pandai can also be referred to as the intellectual
class. They do not only master knowledge in a narrow sense but also
understand social, cultural, and political life.

In this case, Wisran Hadi belongs to the category of cerdik pandai
because he studied at a university in Yogyakarta and later became a
Minangkabau cultural figure. His love for knowledge was proven by his
participation in a writing program in the United States.4°

In India, we know Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi was called the Father of
the Nation because of his noble ideals to free India from British colonial
rule. Gandhi wanted a good autocratic government. A leadership system
that creates peace and gives people the strength to develop spiritual
qualities. For this reason, Gandhi was known for his non-violent social
movement. Although his dream of uniting India was not fully achieved,
Gandhi was not an anarchist. He remained steadfast in his principle of non-
violent resistance.4!

At its core, Gandhi had a grand vision for India, namely swaraj. The
word swaraj means self-rule and self-control. Self-rule refers to unlimited
independence. For Gandhi, the swaraj village was an ideal community unit
that possessed local autonomy while still being connected to the governance
of global India.42 If observed closely, swaraj resembles nagari in
Minangkabau tradition. Nagari is the lowest administrative unit in West
Sumatra. However, it holds administrative authority because without
nagari, there would be no Minangkabau.43

39 Febrianty, Samekto, and Sukirno, “Legal Protection of Indigenous Rights and
Traditional Values of Bajapuik Marriage Traditions in West Sumatra.”

40 Sources cited from https://badanbahasa.kemendikdasmen.go.id/tokoh-
detail/3301/wisran-hadi

41 Mithilesh Kumar Jha, “Gandhian Conception of Swaraj and Its Post-Independence
(Re) Interpretations by Jayaprakash Narayan and Rammanohar Lohia,” Departamento de
Literatura Espanola-Universidad de Sevilla 27, no. 58 (2025): 439—62.

42 Jha.

43 Azwar et al., “Nagari Minangkabau: The Study of Indigenous Institutions in West
Sumatra, Indonesia,” 231.
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Gandhi’s vision of swaraj village was essentially to humanize humanity.
He sought to champion the rural population, believing that people living in
villages had equal rights with those in cities. Yet, inequality was widespread
in rural India. This gap encompassed all aspects of human needs such as
education, health, human resources, sanitation, hygiene, and infrastructure.
Therefore, Garg and Raut state that India is the country with the highest
number of people practicing open defecation in the world.44 Gandhi’s idea
of swaraj village centered on a system of governance and administration
called panchayat raj. One of the duties of the panchayat was to address
inequalities in villages. With swaraj village and panchayat raj, the aim was
to create a democratic and participatory society.45

From this illustration, there are similarities between Samoa’s
traditional leadership system and Gandhi’s intellectual role with the
Minangkabau traditional leadership systems of tungku tigo sajarangan and
tali tigo sepilin, as well as the intellectual role of Wisran Hadi. As an
intellectual, Wisran contributed to Minangkabau through his literary works.
Through his play on words, Wisran succeeded in showcasing
Minangkabau’s distinctive identity to his readers. The traditional leadership
system in Samoa that brought Va'ai Kolone into civil service parallels the
Minangkabau traditional leadership system that led Wisran to become a
writer and cultural figure. Similarly, Gandhi’s role as an Indian intellectual
can be compared to Wisran’s role as a Minangkabau intellectual.

Wisran Hadi as Dual Identity: Cerdik Pandai and Alim
Ulama

The analysis of Wisran Hadi’s life and works shows that his intellectual
and religious dimensions cannot be separated. He is widely recognized as a
cerdik pandai (intellectual) through his contributions to literature, theater,
and cultural discourse. At the same time, his daily practices, such as
requiring his students to perform ablution and recite the Qur’an before
rehearsals, reflect the values of an alim ulama (religious leader). This dual
role positions Wisran as a figure who embodies two pillars of Minangkabau
traditional leadership, thereby challenging the conventional separation
between intellectual and religious authority.

This finding aligns with Skinner’s behaviorist theory, which posits that
human behavior is shaped by conditioning and environmental
reinforcement.46 In Wisran’s case, two environments worked together: the
richness of Minangkabau culture with its strong literary and artistic

44 Jha, “Gandhian Conception of Swaraj and Its Post-Independence (Re)
Interpretations by Jayaprakash Narayan and Rammanohar Lohia.”

45 Jha.

46 Burhuss Frederic, Ilmu Pengetahuan Dan Perilaku Manusia (Terjemahan).
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traditions, and the religious education he received from his father, H.
Darwas Idris, a respected Muhammadiyah imam and Qur’anic scholar.
These influences functioned as conditioning variables that reinforced his
intellectual pursuits while grounding them in Islamic values. Thus, his
personality can be viewed as a product of both cultural and religious
reinforcement.

This study contributes by showing that Wisran’s religious practices
bridged a paradox. What seemed contradictory in his cultural expressions
was in fact harmonized in his daily life through Islam. For instance,
although his plays often explored social tensions, his teaching methods
emphasized discipline and purity rooted in religious rituals.

This finding is also consistent with the Minangkabau guiding principle
Adat Basandi Syara’, Syara’ Basandi Kitabullah (custom based on religion,
religion based on the Qur’an). Wisran embodied this philosophy in his life.
As a cultural intellectual, he enriched Minangkabau arts. As a religious
figure, he ensured that his actions were guided by Islamic ethics. Thus, his
identity serves as a living manifestation of the integrative Minangkabau
worldview.

Comparisons with global intellectual figures reinforce this point.
Gandhi, for example, was not only a political leader but also a spiritual
guide, whose philosophy of swaraj combined local governance with moral
and religious discipline.47 This suggests that intellectuals in traditional
societies often transcend purely academic or artistic roles. They also act as
mediators between cultural continuity and modern transformation.

By situating Wisran within the framework of tungku tigo sajarangan
and tali tigo sepilin, this study also highlights the flexibility of Minangkabau
leadership. Traditionally, this system separates the roles of ninik mamak
(customary leaders), alim ulama (religious leaders) and cerdik pandai
(intellectuals). However, Wisran demonstrated that one individual could
embody more than one role, especially when conditioned by cultural and
religious environments. This finding indicates that Minangkabau leadership
is not static but adaptive, allowing the convergence of roles in response to
societal needs.

In summary, the discussion shows that Wisran Hadi is best understood
not only as a cultural intellectual but also as a religious scholar whose
identity was shaped by overlapping reinforcements of environment,
education, and tradition. This duality reflects both Skinner’s behaviorist
theory and the Minangkabau philosophy of leadership, offering insights into
how intellectuals in traditional contexts can bridge culture and religion in
shaping social identity.

47 Jha, “Gandhian Conception of Swaraj and Its Post-Independence (Re)
Interpretations by Jayaprakash Narayan and Rammanohar Lohia.”
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Conclusion

Wisran Hadi, as a writer and cultural figure of Minangkabau, has made
undeniable contributions and achievements in the field of art. His role in
literature and theater not only strengthens his position as a Minangkabau
intellectual but also shows that art can be a space for social and cultural
reflection. However, beyond his role as an intellectual (cerdik pandai),
Wisran firmly held religious values that were deeply rooted in his
upbringing, especially from his father, a Muhammadiyah imam and expert
in Minangkabau Qur’anic exegesis. Therefore, Wisran can be seen as
representing two pillars of Minangkabau traditional leadership: the alim
ulama (religious leader) and the cerdik pandai (intellectual).

In the framework of B. F. Skinner’s behaviorist theory, Wisran’s life can
be understood through the interaction of individuals with the surrounding
environment. Skinner (2013) argues that human behavior is influenced by
variables shaped by culture, education, and social conditions. Wisran as an
intellectual was influenced by the Minangkabau environment, which is rich
in literature, philosophy, and oral traditions. His work in literature did not
emerge in isolation, but in close interaction with the cultural system that
places storytelling, oration, and proverbs at the heart of community life. At
the same time, Wisran as a religious scholar was strongly influenced by his
early Islamic education from his father. Thus, Islamic values became not
only knowledge but also daily practice, shaping his way of teaching and
living.

From these two sources, Wisran developed into a unique figure: a
cultural scholar with strong religious grounding, and at the same time, a
religious teacher with cultural awareness. His dual role embodies the
Minangkabau philosophy adat basandi syarak, syarak basandi Kitabullah
(customs are based on religion, and religion is based on the Qur’an). This
philosophy emphasizes that tradition and religion are not in conflict but
rather complement and strengthen each other. In this sense, Wisran
becomes a personification of the Minangkabau worldview itself.

Moreover, Wisran’s life shows that the traditional Minangkabau
leadership system, known as tungku tigo sajarangan and tali tigo sepilin,
can be embodied in a single person. Traditionally, tungku tigo sajarangan
refers to the three pillars of village leadership: ninik mamak (clan leaders),
alim ulama (religious leaders), and cerdik pandai (intellectuals). These
three are expected to work together to maintain social balance and
harmony. Wisran, however, demonstrates that one individual can embody
two of these roles at once: the alim ulama and the cerdik pandai.

The implications of this dual role are significant. First, it shows the
flexibility of the Minangkabau social system in adapting to modern changes.
Through his artistic achievements and strong religious principles, Wisran
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was able to bridge two worlds often considered separate: art and religion.
Second, his position highlights that cultural leadership does not need to be
trapped in the dichotomy of custom versus religion but can integrate both
into social practice. Third, Wisran provides an important model for the
younger generation, showing that becoming a Minangkabau intellectual
means mastering not only cultural and artistic traditions but also grounding
them in Islamic values as moral guidance.

In conclusion, Wisran Hadi should not only be remembered as a writer
but also as an ideal representation of Minangkabau leadership that unites
the roles of alim ulama and cerdik pandai in one figure. His life
demonstrates that tungku tigo sajarangan is not rigid but allows
convergence of roles depending on the social and cultural needs of the
community. Wisran’s legacy shows that literature and religion can walk
hand in hand—not only as concepts but also in the daily practice of a cultural
and religious leader.
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