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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 The victory of Khofifah Indar Parawangsa in the East Java gubernatorial election 

suggests that party machinery is not always an effective vehicle for voter mobilization. 

 

 The fact that this particular contest has no parallel with the political coalitions at the 

national, provincial, and city or district levels also prevented candidates from pursuing 

an integrated campaign strategy.  

 

 Given that both governor candidates (Khofifah and Saifullah) have a similar 

background as nahdliyin (NU members), familial lineage and political kinship came to 

the fore in the campaign, but apparently without much effect in the East Java province. 

 

 Instead, the women’s network through Muslimat NU seems to have been a more 

decisive factor in mobilizing support for Khofifah. The outcome dispelled the popular 

belief that a woman could win only if she is part of a political dynasty or has close ties 

to the political elite.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

After two failed attempts in the East Java gubernatorial election, former minister of social 

affairs Khofifah Indar Parawansa finally won against her two-time rival Saifullah Yusuf 

(popularly called ‘Gus Ipul’).1 As predicted by many pollsters prior to the election, Khofifah 

and her running mate Emil Elestianto Dardak (former regent of Trenggalek) won with a narrow 

gap (7.1 percent or 1,389,204 votes) against her contender.2 Khofifah will be the second female 

governor after Ratu Atut Chosiyah3 since the direct regional elections began in 2005.  

 

There are many interacting factors that contributed Khofifah’s victory. Khofifah and her 

running mate, Emil Dardak, were supported by five political parties (Demokrat, Nasdem, PPP, 

Golkar, and Hanura), which have a total count of 42 seats in the regional parliament. In 

contrast, two political parties with majority seats in the regional parliament (PDIP and PKB) 

along with other parties (Gerindra and PKS), together controlling a total of 58 seats, backed 

her rivals Gus Ipul and Puti Guntur Soekarno.  

 

This paper studies whether the breadth of the parties supporting them played a decisive role in 

the victory by Khofifah and her running mate. It also tries to identify other crucial factors in 

the mobilizing of voters beyond the role played by the political parties. 

 

 

THE INEFFECTIVE POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE LOCAL ELECTION? 

 

Political parties play a crucial role in the nomination process for the gubernatorial election. 

Election regulations stipulate that a pair of candidates is only able to run if they are backed by 

a political party or a coalition of parties that have at least 20 percent of total seats in the regional 

parliament or have gained 25 percent of total votes in the regional elections. Although 

independent candidates (calon perseorangan) are allowed, most individuals lack the resources 

and logistics needed for campaigning. Unsurprisingly, there was no independent candidate in 

East Java’s 2018 gubernatorial election.4  

 

Generally, there are two roles that political parties play in Pilkada: as “parpol pengusung” 

(nominating political parties) and as “parpol pendukung” (supporting political parties). While 

the first refers to parties that officially endorse and register the pair of candidates with the 

election commission (KPU), the latter refers to parties that join later to support the candidates 

after their candidacy has been officially announced. Demokrat and Golkar were the nominating 

parties for Khofifah-Emil; and PPP, Nasdem and Hanura were supporting parties. On the other 

side, PKB and PDIP supported Gus Ipul-Puti as nominating parties, while PKS and Gerindra 

were the supporting parties. 

 

Nominating parties tend to be more active in campaign support. For instance, although PKS is 

perceived to have militant cadres and a solid organization, it played a passive role in the 

election mainly due to its smaller presence in the East Java province and its role as a supporting 

party.5 Moreover, while top leaders of political parties such as Prabowo Subianto (Gerindra), 

Megawati (PDIP) and Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (Demokrat) attended the mass rallies to 

show support for the candidates, they were seen to be setting up their own agenda to secure 

votes for the legislative and presidential elections in 2019.  
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Coalitions at the provincial, and city or district levels are highly varied around the country, and 

do not systematically reflect coalitions at the national level. Coalition building in Indonesia is 

based on pragmatic calculations or local contingencies rather than ideological or programmatic 

considerations. For instance, in the Jombang regency election, PDIP and PKB supported 

different candidates, making it difficult for their parties to mobilize supporters in that area.  

 

Mobilizing voters through political affiliations also faces some difficulties at the grassroots 

level since there are clashing party identities. For instance, PKS is popularly associated with 

conservative Muslim supporters, while moderate Muslims support PKB. However, both PKB 

and PKS supported the same pair of candidates (Gus Ipul and Puti). Likewise, Democrats (a 

member of the oppositional alliance at the national level) worked together with Golkar, and 

Nasdem (members of the government alliance at the national level) supported Khofifah-Emil.  

 

As a result, rather than mobilizing voters by utilizing party networks, the candidates decided 

to rely on key persons such as kyai or gus (kyai’s sons) in pesantren, or directly met ordinary 

people in traditional markets and in factories, as is commonly done around the country.  

 

 

PLAYING A FAMILY LINEAGE CARD IN POLITICS 

 

Since both candidates (Gus Ipul and Khofifah) have a similar background as prominent 

members of the largest Muslim organization (Nahdlatul Ulama), they had to look for ways to 

differentiate their identities from one another in order to appeal to their voters as distinct 

figures.6 There are an estimated 63.05 million people who are affiliated with NU on Java Island 

and a large proportion of them live in the East Java province where NU was first established 

in 1926 in Surabaya. In this context, family lineage or political kinship easily became a trump 

card to be used by Gus Ipul to appeal to traditional and loyal voters who are NU members.  

 

Gus Ipul is the great grandson of early NU leader Bisri Syansuri and nephew of the late 

Abdurrahman Wahid (affectionately called ‘Gus Dur’). Thus, he could easily seek support from 

charismatic NU clerics (kyai khos) and Muslims who are members of NU. The influence of 

charismatic NU clerics is not limited to the pesantren (Islamic boarding schools) since the 

pesantren alumni often continue to follow the political preference of their former kyais.7  

 

Like Gus Ipul, his deputy governor candidate, Puti Guntur Soekarno, also has ‘darah biru’ 

(literally blue blood), because she belongs to a political family. Puti is a granddaughter of 

Indonesia’s first president Soekarno and niece of PDI-P chairwoman Megawati Soekarnoputri. 

Megawati made Puti the PDI-P candidate and urged the party’s cadres to go all out in 

supporting her niece. Moreover, Megawati warned that if the cadres failed to make Puti the 

winner in the East Java gubernatorial election, she would expel them from the local parliament 

and not nominate them for the legislative election in 2019. Moreover, the team of Gus Ipul-

Puti organized a special event entitled ‘Temu Kangen Barisan Soekarnois’ (Reunion of 

Sukarnoists) on 11 May 2018 in Surabaya, attended by 40 Sukarnoist organizations across East 

Java province, such as Banteng Muda Indonesia, Pagar Jati, Koperasi Keluarga Marhenis, 

Sedulur Marhenis, Gerakan Pemuda Marhenis and the like. The veteran politician, Guntur 

Soekarnoputra, who is an elder son of Indonesian first president Soekarno and the father of 

Puti, was the main guest and in his speech he urged attendees to cast their votes for Gus Ipul-

https://www.iseas.edu.sg/
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Puti and to deem them to be representative of religious and nationalist political forces in 

Indonesia.8  

 

Khofifah, in turn, is not blue blood. But she has long been associated with NU as leader of 

Muslimat, the organisation’s women’s arm. She also has experience in national politics, having 

been minister for social affairs.9 Khofifah joined the PKB (the National Awakening Party) 

shortly after it was formed in 1999 and served as minister of women’s empowerment in the 

cabinet of president Abdurrahman Wahid (founder of PKB). Shortly after President Joko 

Widodo entered office in October 2014, Khofifah was inaugurated as social affairs minister, a 

position she held for more than three years before resigning to be a candidate in the East Java 

gubernatorial election.  

 

Her smooth nomination process also indicates declining resistance to woman leadership, even 

in East Java province where there is a sizeable number of conservative Muslims10 Moreover, 

the outcome of the gubernatorial election illustrates that the voters cared more about the track 

record of the candidates than about political kinship.  

 

 

THE POWER OF THE WOMAN NETWORK 

 

In 2018’s simultaneous regional elections, 48.76% of the candidates standing for deputy mayor 

positions were women, followed by those vying for the mayor (41.02%) and governor 

(11.76%) positions. Almost half the female candidates (43%) are political party members, and 

many are former legislators (39%) or related to local leaders and political leaders (39%). 

Research shows that where women are concerned, family ties or connections with local leaders 

are politically helpful, alongside their experience in parliament or their membership of political 

parties. 11  

 

However, the case of East Java gubernatorial stands in contrast to the common patterns. There, 

the female candidate who won is one who does not come from a political dynasty.12 Given the 

ineffectiveness of the party machinery as well as the diminishing influence of familial lineage 

or political kinship, it is important to identify which other factors played a crucial role in 

contributing to the victory of Khofifah and Emil.  

 

The Muslimat network appears to have had a decisive impact in their case.13  During the 

campaign, Khofifah regularly attended various events organized by Muslimat NU in many 

cities across East Java province. For instance, on 22 April 2018, she attended the celebration 

of the 74th Anniversary of Muslimat and Isra’ Mi’raj (the Ascending of Muhammad) in 

Tulungagung. In addition, on 29 April 2018, Khofifah attended the ‘tahlil kubra’ (mass Qur’an 

recitation) held by Muslimat in Pandean (Sidoarjo). At that event, Khofifah promoted her 

programmes such as ‘Jatim Sejahtera’ and ‘Program Keluarga Harapan’ (Hopeful Families 

programme or PKH) Plus which aim to alleviate poverty and to improve family welfare in East 

Java Province.14 

 

Gus Ipul also approached Muslimat during his campaign by attending ‘istigoshah’ (mass 

praying) held by Muslimat in Tanggulagin (Sidoarjo) on 25 April 2018. At that event, he 

promised to provide credit for small-scale enterprises, develop village tourism and facilitate 

farmers and fishermen.  

https://www.iseas.edu.sg/
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That same day, Khofifah was attending ‘tahlil kubro’ (mass Quran recitation) in Pronojiwo 

(Lumajang). As chairperson of Muslimat, Khotifah easily received the support of Muslimat 

cadres and members.  

 

Prior to the Khofifah nomination, a book was published with a title “Nasehat Muslimat Untuk 

Muslimah” (Advices for Female Muslims) in 2017 consisting of Khofifah’s speeches given on 

various occasions to Muslimat NU members.15 Along with some religious messages, the book 

carries speeches addressing issues related to politics, and directly aimed at particular Muslimat 

NU matters as well.  

 

It is noteworthy that Khofifah is not the only nahdliyin or female NU activist to win in the 

simultaneous regional elections in 2018. Indeed, the success of female NU activists in the local 

elections in East Java province should be attributed to the crucial role of two women’s wings 

of NU, Muslimat and Fatayat, which have a significant number16 of followers and loyalists in 

the province.17 There are an estimated 15 million Muslimat members across Indonesia (or a 

quarter of the total NU members), while there is an estimated 3.1 million Muslimat members 

in East Java province. 

 

After voting day, a meme circulated widely through social media with the caption ‘The Power 

of Emak-Emak [Moms]” featuring photographs of Khofifah Indar Parawansa and famous 

Surabaya mayor Tri Rismaharini 18  at the centre with other female leaders in East Java 

Province.19 This was meant to indicate the rise of women political leadership in East Java 

province. There are 10 women all in all in executive positions who are both current and elected 

leaders. Alongside Khofifah, there were also four other female candidates: Puput Tantriana 

Sari as Probolinggo regent, Munjidah Wahab as Jombang regent, Ita Puspita Sari as Mojokerto 

mayor and Anna Mu’awanah as Bojonegoro regent. Puput is an executive member of Muslimat 

NU in Probolinggo. Mundjidah once led Muslimat NU in Jombang, and Anna Mu’awanah is 

an NU-based National Awakening Party (PKB) politician.  

 

  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

The East Java gubernatorial election indicates that political parties are no longer effective 

instruments for campaign support and voter mobilization in Indonesia at that level. Despite the 

limited logistics of the political parties, the incongruent coalition at the national and local levels 

made building a solid and integrated political campaign difficult. Consequently, candidates 

generally sought support outside of the parties or the political machinery and preferred to utilize 

their social, religious and personal networks instead.  

 

Khofifah’s victory in the gubernatorial race also shows that a political campaign strategy that 

plays on family lineage card is not guaranteed to evoke support and voters tend instead to look 

at track record rather than family background. In addition, Khofifah’s success in the 

gubernatorial election stands in contrast to common practice whereby female candidates only 

succeed in the election if they are a member of a political dynasty or have close (personal) 

connections with party elites. This is reflected in the failure of candidates who are members of 

political dynasties, such as in the cases of South Sumatera, West Kalimantan, North Maluku, 

South Sulawesi and Southeast Sulawesi provinces.  

https://www.iseas.edu.sg/
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While women remain significantly under-represented in regional leadership positions in 

Indonesia, this election demonstrates that female candidates can leverage women’s 

organisations and enjoy support from women voters. The current position of Khofifah as 

chairwoman of Muslimat allows her to maintain regular contact with Muslimat members; while 

her contender, Gus Ipul, was unable to gain support from Muslimat members since he only 

approached them during the campaign period.  

 

The unique circumstances of political contest in East Java gubernatorial election are unlikely 

to be replicated elsewhere in Indonesia. This is because the great support of charismatic leader 

of a large political party to a less experienced candidate could not prevail over a candidate with 

a brand name recognition who utilizes the resilient and deeply rooted women’s network. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 This paper has come into fruition as a result of the generosity of many in East Java province who were 

involved in the gubernatorial election, most of whom wish to remain anonymous.  

2  Based on the final recapitulation released by Indonesia’s Election Commission, Khofifah-Emil 

received 53.55 percent (10,465,218 votes), while Saifullah-Puti received 46.45 percent (9,076,014 

votes) of the total votes. Khofifah-Emil won in 27 regents/cities out of 38.  

3 Ratu Atut Chosiyah was elected as Banten governor twice in 2007 and 2012, but is now serving time 

on corruption charges.  

4 There were three independent candidates approved out of the seven candidates registered in the 

gubernatorial elections in 2018. The Regional Elections Bill (UU Nomor 10/ Tahun 2016) stipulates 

that an independent candidate should gain support from 6.5 to10 percent of the total Fixed Electoral 

Roll (DPT or Daftar Pemilih Tetap) by collecting signatures from KTP (ID) holders.  

5 One of the key persons in Saifullah Yusuf’s campaign staff (tim sukses) stated that only the nominating 

parties (PDIP and PKB) were active in organizing mass rallies (personal interview, 13 May 2018). The 

tim sukses was active in designing in various media platforms and monitoring the campaign. Together 

with volunteers, the tim sukses also worked on the ground supporting the candidates.  

6 Although the Chinese ethnic group is estimated to make up 7 percent of the total population in East 

Java province, they potentially have the ability as owners of factories or companiesto influence workers 

to choose particular candidates. According to Go Tjong Ping, a prominent Chinese figure in Surabaya, 

the Chinese chose equally between Saifullah and Khofifah. See, ‘Etnis Tionghoa Miliki Pengaruh 

Menangkan Gus Ipul-Puti’: https://www.merdeka.com/peristiwa/etnis-tionghoa-miliki-pengaruh-

menangkan-gus-ipul-puti.html. 

7 The influence of a kyai’s political preference on his santri (students of pesantren) as well as former 

santri is inseparable from the patronage culture, particularly in the traditional Muslim community 

(members of Nahdhatul Ulama). Interestingly, several sons of the kyai (usually called ‘gus’) pursued 

their study at public university before they inherited and continued managing the pesantren. Thus, they 
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are politically relatively independent of their parents (Interview with an expert in Saifullah’s campaign 

team, 23 June 2018).  

8 I attended this event which was held in Convention Hall, Grand City, Surabaya which 500 people 

attended from various parts of East Java province. It is clear that the event aimed to resolve divisions 

within PDIP in East Java. This was due to the 2008 gubernatorial election in which Soekarwo (PDIP 

cadre) was not officially supported by the PDIP as well as Megawati and instead was supported by 

Demokrat, PAN and PKS, with Soetjipto (a PDIP elite) running for the gubernatorial race (personal 

interview with a PDIP cadre, 11 May 2018). Soekarwo (and his running mate Saifullah) won the 

election and became East Java governor (2009-2013).  

9 Saifullah was appointed State Minister for Accelerated Development in Underdeveloped Regions 

(2004-2007) during Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s administration, but he was replaced by Lukman Edy 

before the end of his term due to internal conflicts in his party (PKB).  

10 In an interview, Khofifah’s spokesperson admitted to me that after Khofiah’s nomination there was 

an attempt to question female leadership based on literal or conservative interpretations of Qur’an, but 

it did not succeed (personal interview, 13 May 2018). Meanwhile, a survey conducted by Kompas daily 

on the political orientation of voters indicates that Madura and the southern costal areas in East Java 

are the enclaves of political ‘conservatism’ where voters tend to choose the political leaders whose 

social identities are similar to their own. See, Kompas, ‘Ceruk Konservatif dan Moderat di Pilkada [The 

Conservative and Moderate Enclaves in Regional Elections] 25 June 2018.  

11 See for example, Prihatini, Eli S. (2018) ’Measuring Women Chances of Winning in Indonesia’s 

Regional Elections: https://theconversation.com/measuring-womens-chances-of-winning-in-

indonesias-regional-elections-95294; Hastuti Dewi, Kurniawati (2015) Indonesian Women and Local 

Politics: Islam, Gender and Networks in Post-Suharto Indonesia, Singapore: NUS Press.  

12 In the simultaneous regional elections in 2018, several candidates from political families lost in their 

bid to be governor, such as: Karolin Margret Natasa (daughter of West Kalimantan governor), Ichsan 

Yasin Limpo (brother of South Sulawesi governor), Abdul Gani Kasuba (incumbent/North Maluku 

governor) and his brother Muhammad Kasuba, Dodi Reza Alex Noerdin (son of South Sumatera 

governor), and Asrun (member of familial network in Southeast Sulawesi province). The only exception 

is Sitti Rommi Djailah (the sister of West Nusa Tenggara governor).  

13 Based on data released by the Indonesia’s Election Commission, the number of registered female 

voters in East Java province is 15,315,352 (50.8%), while that of male voters is 14,840,367 (49.1%). 

The real number of women who cast their votes for Khofifah cannot be known due to the secrecy 

principle (rahasia) of election in Indonesia, but the number and percentage of votes for Khofifah were 

relatively consistent with those received when she ran for the gubernatorial election in 2008 and 2013, 

indicating loyal support of Muslimat for Khofifah,. In the 2008 gubernatorial election, Khofifah and 

her running mate (Mudjiono) gained 7,669,721 (49.80 percent), while in 2013 she and her running mate 

(Herman Sumawiredja) received 6,525,016 (37.62 percent).  

14 In an interview with me, a member of Saifullah’s campaign team was mostly concerned with the way 

Khofifah promoted the PKH programme throughout her campaign, as it could potentially create the 

impression (particularly among underprivileged people) that the program is part of her campaign 

program rather than one that is under the jurisdiction of the Department of Social Affairs (personal 

interview, 10 May 2018). The final election recapitulation indicates that Khofifah won in the regents 

(districts) with a significant proportion of underprivileged people. In comparison to urban areas, 

Khofifah was greatly favoured in regents in Madura Island.  

15 In this book, through her speeches, Khofifah encourages members of Muslimat to critically use social 

media. She also reminded members of Muslimat to fight against radicalism and terrorism. This indicates 

that Khofifah encourages members of Muslimat to keep abreast of current political development 

although most of them are housewives who are stereotypically deemed less interested in political 

matters.  

 

https://www.iseas.edu.sg/
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16 There is no reliable figure for Muslimat members both in Indonesia and East Java province. The 

estimation of Muslimat members in East Java is based on the calculation that 60 percent of women 

above 45 (6,431,558) are Muslimat members.  

17 One of my sources informed me that the Fatayat has a regular programme called ‘pengajian’ (Quran 

study) once in every 35 days (selapanan in Javanese) which is not only designed as a forum to seek 

better understanding of Islamic teachings but also as a platform for political socialization directed 

towards women (Fatayat members) at the grassroots level. During the campaign period, the pengajian 

can be a large event (littered with several political messages) held in conjunction with the celebration 

of Islamic holiday (interview with Fatayat leader at the district level, 27 June 2018).  

18 As a loyal cadre of PDIP, Tri Rismaharini actively campaigned for Gus Ipul-Puti, particularly in the 

Surabaya area. Unfortunately, her hard work was not reflected in the final result. Gus Ipul-Puti received 

569,848 votes, in contrast to the Khofifah-Emil pair who received 579,246 votes. 

19 Khofifah commented on that meme, “Alhamdulillah (praise be to God), for the high acceptability rate 

of Muslimat cadres has been translated into real electoral politics” (Harian Bangsa, ‘Khofifah soal The 

Power of Emak-Emak,’ 4 July 2018).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISEAS Perspective is 

published electronically by:  

 

ISEAS - Yusof Ishak 

Institute 

 

30 Heng Mui Keng Terrace 

Singapore 119614 

Main Tel: (65) 6778 0955 

Main Fax: (65) 6778 1735 

ISEAS - Yusof Ishak Institute 

accepts no responsibility for 

facts presented and views 

expressed.  

Responsibility rests 

exclusively with the 

individual author or authors. 

No part of this publication 

may be reproduced in any 

form without permission.  

 

© Copyright is held by the 

author or authors of each 

article. 

Editorial Chairman: Choi 

Shing Kwok 

Editorial Advisor: Tan Chin 

Tiong 

Managing Editor: Ooi Kee 

Beng 

Editors: Malcolm Cook, Lee 

Poh Onn, Benjamin Loh and 

Ng Kah Meng 

Comments are welcome and 

may be sent to the author(s). 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

https://www.iseas.edu.sg/

