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ABSTRAK: Tulisan ini membahas kontribusi Syamsidar Yahya sebagai intelektual perempuan
Muslim dalam memajukan pencerahan Islam dan menumbuhkan kesadaran sosial di Riau,
Indonesia. Dengan menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif deskriptif berbasis studi pustaka,
penelitian ini menyoroti kepemimpinannya di bidang pendidikan, dakwah, dan pemberdayaan
perempuan melalui lembaga seperti Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI). Syamsidar
memelopori model pendidikan transformatif yang memadukan ajaran Islam, keterampilan hidup,
dan kesadaran sosial yang berakar pada prinsip maqasid al-shariah. Pemikiran dan aktivismenya
mencerminkan nilai-nilai Islam progresif yang menekankan keadilan sosial, kesetaraan gender,
dan martabat manusia. Dalam wacana global feminisme Islam, warisan Syamsidar
merepresentasikan peran ulama perempuan Muslim lokal dalam merumuskan tafsir Islam yang
inklusif, kontekstual, dan membebaskan. Warisan kelembagaan yang ditinggalkannya termasuk
madrasah, asrama perempuan, dan kelompok belajar berbasis masyarakat membuktikan bahwa
inisiatif akar rumput yang dipimpin perempuan dapat menjadi agen efektif bagi transformasi sosial
berbasis keadilan dalam masyarakat Muslim..

Kata kunci: Syamsidar Yahya; Pencerahan Islam, Intelektual Perempuan Muslim, Keadilan
Sosial, Feminisme Islam, Riau, Pendidikan Transformatif.

ABSTRACT: This paper explores the contributions of Syamsidar Yahya as a Muslim woman
intellectual in promoting Islamic enlightenment and fostering social awareness in Riau, Indonesia.
Using a descriptive qualitative approach based on literature studies, the research highlights her
leadership in education, da'wah (Islamic outreach), and women's empowerment through
institutions such as the Kesatuan Wanita Islam Foundation (YKWI). Syamsidar pioneered a
transformative educational model that integrated Islamic teachings, life skills, and social
consciousness rooted in the principles of maqasid al-sharrah. Her thought and activism reflect
the values of progressive Islam, emphasizing social justice, gender equity, and human dignity.
Within the global discourse of Islamic feminism, Syamsidar's legacy represents the role of local
Muslim women scholars in articulating an inclusive, contextual, and liberating interpretation of
Islam. Her enduring institutional legacy—including madrasas, women’s dormitories, and
community-based learning circles—demonstrates that grassroots, woman-led initiatives can
serve as effective agents of justice-based social transformation in Muslim societies.

Keywords: Syamsidar Yahya; Islamic Enlightenmen, Muslim Women Intellectuals, Social
Justice, Islamic Feminism, Riau, Transformative Education.

1. INTRODUCTION

The Role of Muslimah Intellectuals in Indonesia’s Intellectual and Social
Dynamics often remains overshadowed by dominant masculine discourse. Amid
globalization and modernity's challenges, the emergence of Muslim women not only
active in religious discourse but also building social awareness signifies an important
marker of the rise of progressive Islamic thought. A notable figure in the local context of

17


mailto:sitihalimahfaiza@gmail.com
mailto:imranrido767@gmail.com
mailto:s.aisyah@uin-suska.ac.id
mailto:ahmadhafizon88@gmail.com
mailto:marasiregar4@gmail.com

The 2st International Conference on Islamic Economics (ICIE) 2025

Riau is Syamsidar Yahya, a Muslim intellectual renowned for her contributions to
education, da’'wah (Islamic outreach), and socio-religious literacy.

Riau—uwith its rich Malay-Islamic heritage—has become a dynamic space for the
Islamic enlightenment movement, rooted in values of civility, equality, and social justice.
In this context, Syamsidar Yahya’s work demonstrates how a Muslim woman can play a
strategic role in responding to the challenges of her time through intellectual and social
approaches. Her struggle emphasized not only spiritual aspects of Islam but also
highlighted inclusive, educational, and transformative values within society.

Despite this, academic studies on the role of Muslimah intellectuals at the local
level—particularly in Sumatra and Riau—remain relatively scarce. The ideas and
contributions of Syamsidar Yahya have yet to be substantially explored in contemporary
Islamic studies, even though she exemplifies a model of female leadership in Islam that
is grounded in local tradition yet open to global discourse.

In an era of globalization and politicized Islamic discourse, the role of Muslimah
scholars such as Syamsidar Yahya is essential for presenting a humane and just face of
Islam. The Islamic enlightenment does not occur only in the Middle East but also in the
Nusantara (Indonesian archipelago), where local intellectuals play significant roles.
Syamsidar Yahya's influence proves that Muslim women can serve as agents of change
at the local level, while also contributing to a more inclusive and just global Islamic
discourse (cf. Badran, 2009).

In Islamic intellectual history, the role of women is often marginalized, despite
many Muslimah scholars making significant contributions to knowledge development,
preaching, and socio-religious movements. The concept of Islamic enlightenment
emphasizes the importance of reason, justice, and inclusive social renewal. Muslimah
intellectuals are a vital part of this discourse, particularly when they engage in education,
religious literacy, and community empowerment (Abou El Fadl, 2005). As a prominent
Muslimah figure in Riau, Syamsidar Yahya embodies the spirit of an Islamic
enlightenment that is both theological and socially transformative.

Riau, with its rich Malay-Islamic traditions, offers a dynamic arena for Islamic
enlightenment that foregrounds civility, equality, and social justice. Within this sphere,
Syamsidar Yahya’s trajectory shows how a Muslim woman can assume a strategic role
in addressing contemporary challenges through intellectual and social initiatives. Her
efforts went beyond spirituality to elevate inclusive, educational, and transformative
values in public life.

Nonetheless, academic attention to the role of Muslimah intellectuals at the local
level, especially in places like Sumatra and Riau, remains limited. The thoughts and
contributions of Syamsidar Yahya have seldom been included in contemporary Islamic
scholarship, even though she represents a model of female leadership rooted in local
traditions but receptive to global discourse. It is crucial to examine more deeply how her
role as a Muslimah intellectual contributed to Islamic enlightenment in Riau and how her
ideas shaped social awareness—especially in terms of justice, education, and the
transformation of Islamic values.

In recognition of her enduring legacy, Syamsidar Yahya’s contributions have
been gradually documented through biographies and academic studies, underscoring
her pioneering role across different historical periods—from the Dutch colonial era,
through the Japanese occupation, and into independent Indonesia. Born in Batagak,
Agam (West Sumatra) in 1914 and passing away in Pekanbaru in 1975, she leveraged
her elite upbringing and extensive education—having studied at Padang Panjang’s
Madrasatul Diniyah il Banat—to become one of the region’s most influential Muslimah
scholars. Through founding the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI) in 1952, as well
as institutions ranging from Islamic kindergartens to teacher-training schools,
orphanages, and secondary schools, Syamsidar catalyzed educational access for
women, embedding altruistic and community-oriented values in Riau’s social fabric. Her
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life exemplifies how intellectual agency rooted in local tradition can effectively respond
to societal needs, leaving a blueprint for progressive Islamic thought led by women.

This article aims to know about: (1) the role of Syamsidar Yahya as a Muslimah
intellectual in advancing Islamic enlightenment in Riau; (2) how her ideas and activities
shaped social awareness in the community in contexts of justice and transformational
Islamic values in Riau; and (3) the relevance of her role within the global discourse on
Islamic enlightenment and social justice.

2. METHOD

This study employs a descriptive approach using library research. The primary focus
is to examine the thoughts and contributions of Syamsidar Yahya as a Muslimah
intellectual in the context of Islamic enlightenment and the cultivation of social awareness
in Riau. Data were gathered from a variety of written sources, including biographies,
scholarly articles, academic journals, archives of local Islamic organizations, and
historical documentation related to Muslim women's movements in Sumatra. This
approach allows the researcher to deeply explore the intellectual narratives and socio-
religious practices implemented by Syamsidar Yahya.

Analysis was conducted through content analysis, identifying key themes, thought
patterns, and specific manifestations of Syamsidar Yahya’s contributions in education,
da'wah, and social advocacy. In data interpretation, theoretical frameworks from
progressive Islamic thought (Khaled Abou EI Fadl), transformative Islamic education
(Azyumardi Azra)) were applied to understand Syamsidar’s broader role in Islamic and
social domains. Abou El Fadl's emphasis on ethical reasoning, human rights, gender
justice, and pluralism central to progressive Islamic hermeneutics provides a strong
foundation. Through this methodology, the study positions Syamsidar Yahya as a
representative local Muslimah intellectual whose contributions are significant to the
currents of Islamic enlightenment in Indonesia.

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
3.1 The Role of Syamsidar Yahya as a Muslim Female Intellectual in Advancing
Islamic Enlightenment in Riau

Syamsidar Yahya holds a significant position in the intellectual history of Islam in
Riau, particularly as a Muslim female figure who played a key role in advancing Islamic
enlightenment in the local context. She is known not only as a preacher and educator
but also as a pioneer of women's education and a leader of Islamic social organizations
such as the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI). Through this foundation,
Syamsidar established madrasahs, dormitories, and various development programs for
mothers and young women. These programs did not solely focus on religious
empowerment but also on raising social awareness and promoting women's roles in
society. These activities reflect Syamsidar’s view of Islam as a liberating and progressive
religion not merely concerned with ritual worship, but also with shaping character and
civic values.

Syamsidar Yahya’s struggle reflects a holistic character of Islamic enlightenment:
rooted in tradition, yet open to renewal. Her thinking aligns with the principles of
progressive Islam, which emphasize social justice, gender equality, and education as a
means of transformation. In her sermons, Syamsidar stressed the importance of
educating women and encouraging them to actively participate in social life, while
rejecting rigid and discriminatory interpretations of Islam. In the Malay Riau society,
which highly values tradition and religion, she successfully integrated both elements in a
soft, inclusive, and constructive form of preaching. Therefore, Syamsidar Yahya can be
seen as a representative of a Muslim female intellectual who not only inherited the
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Islamic scholarly tradition but also contributed to modernizing society's views on women,
education, and social roles under the light of Islamic enlightenment.

Syamsidar Yahya's role as a Muslim female intellectual in promoting Islamic
enlightenment in Riau is clearly reflected through her contributions to education. She
established various educational institutions, including madrasahs and girls’ dormitories,
which served as important spaces for women to access both religious and general
education. This initiative embodies the spirit of Islamic enlightenment, which advocates
for the advancement of knowledge and equitable access to education, especially for
marginalized groups—namely, women. Through the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam
(YKWI), Syamsidar not only taught but also cultivated character, empowered women,
and instilled inclusive and civilized Islamic values in learning environments. This
demonstrates that for Syamsidar, education is not merely the transmission of knowledge
but also a means of moral and social transformation (Azra, 2013; Safi’i, 2001).

Syamsidar Yahya also represents a model of transformative Islamic education,
as proposed by progressive Muslim thinkers, who regard education as a path toward
developing free, ethical, and socially responsible individuals. The educational programs
she developed always emphasized the importance of morality, independence, and social
engagement for her female students. Within the traditionally strong Malay Riau
community, Syamsidar succeeded in harmonizing Islamic values with local culture
without sacrificing the spirit of progress. Hence, her contributions to education serve as
concrete evidence that Islamic enlightenment is not merely theoretical but manifests in
empowering efforts that liberate, build, and dignify human beings—especially women—
as stewards (khalifah) on earth (Abou EIl Fadl, 2005).

3.2 Syamsidar Yahya’s Thought and Activism in Shaping Social Awareness within
the Context of Justice and the Transformation of Islamic Values in Riau

Syamsidar Yahya played a significant role in prioritizing the values of social justice
through her educational and religious activities. She founded a transformative vision by
establishing the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI) in 1952, which launched
educational institutions from primary to secondary levels specifically for women,
including Madrasah Ibtidaiyah Rengat, Sekolah Rakyat Islam, and the Sekolah Guru
Kepandaian Putri Islam. Through these institutions, Syamsidar bridged religious and
general education with social consciousness—encouraging students to think critically
about injustice and fostering collective sensitivity within Riau society. This aligns with the
paradigm of maqasid al-shari’'ah and transformative Islamic education, in which
education functions as an agent of moral and social change.

Syamsidar's activities in establishing religious learning and women’s literacy
programs—such as wirid and mothers’ religious study circles—created participatory
spaces for women to understand progressive and inclusive Islamic values. These
activities not only expanded spiritual access but also helped shape a collective
awareness of rights, responsibilities, and the roles of women in society. She was known
for integrating religious education with socio-economic insights, emphasizing the
importance of justice in the distribution of education and opportunities for all. In this way,
Syamsidar laid the foundational values of transformation—triggering structural changes
toward a more egalitarian and just society in Riau in accordance with the principles of
Islamic enlightenment.

Syamsidar Yahya played a pivotal role in founding and developing various
educational institutions for women through the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI)
beginning in 1952. By establishing the Sekolah Rakyat Islam, a girls-only Madrasah
Tsanawiyah, and the Sekolah Guru Kepandaian Putri Islam—which later became SMA
Widyia Graha—she opened learning spaces that provided religious and general
education access to women who were previously marginalized both culturally and
structurally. In addition to founding madrasahs and schools, Syamsidar regularly
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organized wirid and women’s religious gatherings in Pekanbaru, attended by more than
300 participants, as a form of social literacy, merging religious values with awareness of
social and economic justice and women's societal roles. These activities not only
transferred knowledge but also nurtured critical and collective awareness of social
challenges and fostered a transformative religious responsibility.

Syamsidar’s thinking aligns with the principles of an “Islamic enlightenment” that is
inclusive and progressive: Islam as a liberating force that drives social change. Through
her educational institutions, she integrated curricula that included life skills such as
cooking and women's development as well as academic preparation for female
educators, all conducted from a perspective of empowerment and gender justice. Thus,
Syamsidar was nhot only an educator but a cultivator of female change agents capable of
upholding justice, empowering families, and strengthening the foundations of civil society
(madani) in Riau. The continued existence of these institutions today stands as tangible
evidence of the enduring legacy of social transformation through Syamsidar Yahya's
model of Islamic enlightenment.

3.3 The Relevance of Syamsidar Yahya’s Role in the Global Discourse on Islamic
Enlightenment and Social Justice

The thought and activism of Syamsidar Yahya, a local Muslim female intellectual
from Riau, hold strong relevance within the global discourse on Islamic enlightenment
and social justice. Amid growing demands for models of Islam that are compassionate,
inclusive, and empowering, figures like Syamsidar emerge as representations of a lived
Islam—an Islam that builds rather than marginalizes, educates rather than dominates.
Her movement resonates with the spirit of Islamic Enlightenment as articulated by global
thinkers like Khaled Abou El Fadl, who advocates for an Islam grounded in reason,
morality, and social responsibility (Abou EI Fadl, 2005). In this context, Syamsidar
exemplifies a vision of Islam rooted in local values (Melayu-Islamic tradition) yet open to
reform and renewal in order to create a more just and equitable society.

Syamsidar’s contributions in women’s education and in strengthening the religious
literacy of the community are part of the broader discourse on Islamic social justice,
which emphasizes the empowerment of the mustadh’afin (the marginalized). In the
global framework, Syamsidar Yahya represents how a Muslim woman can become a
transformative agent through approaches centered on education, social preaching
(dakwah), and grassroots organizing. Therefore, the relevance of Syamsidar’s role
extends beyond the local Riau context and offers inspiration to the global Islamic
discourse: that inclusive, civil, and just social transformation can begin at the community
level through the visionary leadership of Muslim women.

Syamsidar Yahya’s intellectual orientation aligns with the global Islamic
Enlightenment movement, which promotes rationality, tolerance, and social reform
(Abou EI Fadl, 2005). She proves that Islamic enlightenment is not solely produced by
Middle Eastern scholars but can also emerge from local figures in diverse parts of the
world. In this regard, Syamsidar stands as a concrete example that Muslim women can
be at the forefront of social change, rooted in local traditions, specifically the Malay-
Islamic heritage while simultaneously responding to global challenges such as gender
inequality and lack of access to education. In this regard, Syamsidar stands as a
concrete example that Muslim women can be at the forefront of social change, rooted in
local traditions—specifically the Malay-Islamic heritage—while simultaneously
responding to global challenges such as gender inequality and lack of access to
education. Her legacy demonstrates that religious commitment and social activism are
not mutually exclusive but can reinforce one another in transformative ways. Syamsidar's
life and work affirm that meaningful progress often begins with visionary leadership at
the grassroots level, especially when it centers the voices and agency of women.
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3.4 Women’s Empowerment and Social Justice

Syamsidar Yahya founded the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI) in 1952,
which later became the central platform for women’s education in Riau. Through YKWI
supported by volunteer educators, she established the Sekolah Rakyat Islam, a girls-
only Madrasah Tsanawiyah, and the Sekolah Guru Kepandaian Putri Islam (SGKPI),
which later evolved into SMA Widyia Graha. This initiative reflects the application of the
magqasid al-shari‘ah principles: upholding women’s rights to knowledge, dignity, and a
decent life. By providing equal access to both religious and general education,
Syamsidar promoted modern social justice, positioning women’s education as a key
catalyst for improving the socio-economic and mental conditions of local communities.In
practice, YKWI functioned not only as a formal institution but also as an agent of social
literacy. Through women's religious study groups and life skills courses, Syamsidar
created alternative educational spaces that empowered women to understand their
social roles and rights to justice from a progressive Islamic perspective. This educational
model aligns closely with findings in gender studies within Islamic education, which
emphasize that overcoming structural barriers requires education to be inclusive,
proactive, and grounded in humanizing social awareness. Hence, Syamsidar’s
contributions serve as an inspiring example of how social transformation particularly
gender justice and education can begin locally through concrete action and progressive
Islamic thought.

3.5 Transformative Education as a Global Model

Syamsidar Yahya developed a transformative education model that integrated
religion, life skills, and moral education aligned with the vision of global thinkers such as
Azyumardi Azra and Khaled Abou EIl Fadl. The schools and madrasahs she established
applied the principle that Islamic education must unify religious and secular knowledge
without dichotomy, fostering holistic and reflective understanding in line with
transformative Islamic education frameworks. This approach meant that female students
were not only taught rituals and moral integrity, but also encouraged to think critically
and creatively through life skills education, resembling transformative models discussed
in contemporary Islamic education journals.

Furthermore, Syamsidar implemented transformative leadership within her
institutions, where teachers were expected to serve as role models for change, empathy,
and motivation, encouraging students to contribute meaningfully to society. This
approach aligns with the global Islamic educational framework that is humanistic and
holistic not only emphasizing knowledge acquisition but also the development of
character and social concern as the foundation of collective change. Thus, Syamsidar’s
educational model is not only relevant to Riau but stands as a real example of how
Islamic enlightenment can be implemented in education by harmonizing global and local
values.

3.6 Legacy and Global Inspiration

Syamsidar Yahya left behind a lasting institutional legacy still active today:
madrasahs, girls’ dormitories, women'’s religious gatherings, and orphanages managed
under the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita Islam (YKWI). The sustainability of these
institutions is not merely physical evidence of her contributions, but a reflection of long-
term social impact especially in shaping generations of educated and independent
women. As reported by NU Online, YKWI successfully built a network of female
volunteers who worked altruistically to build educational infrastructure during a time when
Pekanbaru had limited formal facilities. Her legacy also lives on through alumni who now
serve as educators and local leaders, demonstrating that Syamsidar’s leadership model
offers practical inspiration for other women-led communities.
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Within the framework of global Islamic feminism, Syamsidar Yahya's role
demonstrates how local Muslim women intellectuals can construct a contextual,
progressive, and liberating Islamic narrative. She did not merely engage in theoretical
academic discourse but translated Islamic values of justice into community-based
programs in education, religious outreach, and social work. Through YKWI, she used
education as a means to uplift women’s dignity and train them to be intellectually and
spiritually independent. This approach reflects the essence of Islamic feminism: that
women have full rights to interpret religion, participate in social decision-making, and act
as active agents in societal transformation.

In practice, Syamsidar embodied Islamic values of gender justice without opposing
the cultural norms of the Riau-Malay tradition. Rather than rejecting local culture, she
engaged it intelligently and empathetically. This approach echoes the vision of global
Islamic feminists such as Amina Wadud and Margot Badran, who emphasize the
importance of Muslim women being involved in religious interpretation and practice to
produce more just social structures. Through gentle and communicative methods,
Syamsidar was able to convey the values of equality through women’s study circles,
children’s education, and social work in orphanages—an empowering religious
interpretation that avoided cultural resistance.

The model developed by Syamsidar Yahya shares similarities with organizations like
Aisyiyah in Yogyakarta—Muhammadiyah’s women’s wing focused on education, health,
and social-religious advocacy. Both Syamsidar and Aisyiyah position women as moral
agents with the authority to lead transformation. In this context, Syamsidar is not only a
local figure but part of a broader movement of inclusive and transformative Muslim
women’s activism. Her contributions resonate widely, serving as inspiration for the
contemporary Islamic world—showing that enlightenment and justice can begin in simple
village spaces, led by women who view Islam as a force of liberation, not restriction.

Syamsidar Yahya’s model offers a valuable reference for current educational reform
initiatives in Muslim-majority societies, where the integration of religious tradition with
contemporary pedagogical methods remains a challenge. Her ability to combine Islamic
principles with critical thinking, gender awareness, and community engagement
demonstrates that Islamic education does not have to be static or patriarchal. Instead, it
can serve as a dynamic force that nurtures intellectual autonomy and civic responsibility
among students—especially young women. In an age where extremism and gender-
based marginalization still threaten educational equity, Syamsidar’s work reinforces the
idea that local, culturally-rooted educators can lead meaningful reform from the ground
up (Hashim, 2009; Sahin, 2018).

Furthermore, Syamsidar Yahya’s leadership contributes to a growing global
movement to reclaim female religious authority in Islam. By establishing institutions,
mentoring future women leaders, and framing Islamic teachings through a justice-
oriented lens, she challenged the historical monopoly of male religious scholars. Her
practical theology—grounded in community needs and social equity—resonates with
contemporary Muslim feminist discourses that seek to reposition women not as passive
followers, but as producers of religious meaning and agents of ethical transformation.
This reflects a broader paradigm shift in Islamic thought, where scholars and activists
alike are re-evaluating the role of women in shaping public piety, law, and leadership
(Wadud, 2006; Mir-Hosseini, 2015)

4 CONCLUSION
Syamsidar Yahya stands as one of Indonesia’s most prominent Muslim women
figures who made a concrete contribution to cultivating social awareness through

education and religious outreach. Her establishment of the Yayasan Kesatuan Wanita
Islam (YKWI) and various educational institutions for women illustrates that Islamic
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enlightenment can be practically realized at the grassroots level. She positioned
education as the key to shaping a just, independent, and morally grounded society.
Through her inclusive and humanistic approach, Syamsidar demonstrated that women
are not merely objects of dakwah but active agents of social transformation.

Her thought and movement align with the spirit of progressive Islam, which
emphasizes social justice, gender equality, and the contextual transformation of religious
values into everyday life. She successfully bridged traditional Malay-Islamic values with
the spirit of renewal, resulting in a model of Islamic education that responds to the needs
of the time. By integrating religious teachings, life skills, and social ethics, Syamsidar’s
educational model represents a grounded and liberating form of Islamic enlightenment.

In a broader framework, Syamsidar Yahya’s contributions carry global relevance.
She represents the type of local Muslim female intellectual capable of shaping Islamic
discourse in a contextual, empowering, and visionary manner. Her legacy can be placed
alongside other global Muslim women figures who have championed justice and
enlightenment within their communities. The educational, social, and moral legacy she
left behind proves that meaningful social change does not need to emerge from centers
of powerit can flourish within small communities led by determined, intelligent, and reform
minded women.
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