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Abstrak 

Tan Malaka was not only a political revolutionary but also a people's educator who 
viewed education as a means of liberation from colonial oppression and intellectual 
domination. This article examines his educational thought through two primary 
works, SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) and Madilog: Materialisme, Dialektika, 
Logika (1943). Using the historical method and a library research approach, this 
study analyzes the historical contexts, educational principles and methods, 
epistemological foundations, continuity of vision, and contemporary relevance of Tan 
Malaka's pedagogical thought. The findings indicate that SI Semarang dan 
Onderwijs developed a model of people's education based on popular orientation, 
self-reliance, collectivism, the balance between intellectual development and manual 
skills, and dialogical and contextual learning that rejected mechanical memorization. 
Meanwhile, Madilog provided an epistemological foundation for critical thinking 
through materialism, dialectics, and logic, challenging mystical modes of thought that 
hindered intellectual emancipation. Despite being written more than two decades 
apart, both works reflect a consistent vision of education as a pathway to genuine 
independence. Tan Malaka's pedagogical legacy remains relevant to contemporary 
Indonesian education, particularly in promoting critical thinking, educational 
inclusivity, and the emancipatory principles reflected in the Merdeka Curriculum. 

Kata Kunci: Tan Malaka, SI Semarang, Onderwijs, Madilog 

 

Introduction 

Education during the colonial period in the Dutch East Indies was never designed to 

liberate the people. The educational system established by the Dutch colonial government in 

the early 20th century did open access to some indigenous groups, but such access was highly 

limited, stratified according to social class, and directed primarily toward meeting the need for 

skilled workers who were obedient to colonial interests (Lubis et al., 2023). Colonial schools 

such as the Europese Lagere School (ELS), Hollandsch-Inlandsche School (HIS), and Meer 

Uitgebreid Lager Onderwijs (MULO) were established within a rigid hierarchy in which 

indigenous children occupied the lowest level and received only enough education to become 

clerks, foremen, or low-ranking employees serving the colonial power structure (Lubis et al., 

2023). This condition created a deep gap between the educated class produced by colonial 

schooling and the ordinary people who had virtually no access to formal education. 

Amid these conditions, a number of figures in the national movement emerged who 

viewed education not as an instrument for reproducing power but as an instrument of liberation. 

One of them was Ibrahim Gelar Datuk Sutan Malaka, better known as Tan Malaka. Unlike 

other educational figures of his time who placed greater emphasis on the cultural dimension, 

such as Ki Hadjar Dewantara, Tan Malaka developed an educational concept explicitly rooted 
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in class consciousness, resistance to colonialism, and the aspiration for comprehensive 

political independence (Supriatna & Sumaryoto, 2024). For Tan Malaka, education was not 

merely a process of transferring knowledge from teacher to student but a social practice that 

had to shape people capable of thinking critically, working independently, and struggling 

together with oppressed communities. 

Tan Malaka's educational thought and practice can be traced directly through two 

primary works written during two different periods of his life. The first is SI Semarang dan 

Onderwijs (1921), a pamphlet he wrote while actively managing the Sarekat Islam School in 

Semarang. In this work, Tan Malaka concretely explains the goals, principles, and methods of 

people's education that he designed as an alternative to the colonial educational system. The 

second is Madilog (1943), a monumental work he wrote during the Japanese occupation, which 

offers Materialism, Dialectics, and Logic as an epistemological foundation for the critical 

education he advocated throughout his life. Although separated by more than two decades, 

the two works reflect the consistency and depth of Tan Malaka's vision of education as a path 

toward genuine independence. 

Academic studies of Tan Malaka as an educator have actually developed considerably 

in recent years. Dandy (2023) analyzed Tan Malaka's educational thought during 1920–1926 

and emphasized that, although Tan Malaka is more often perceived as a political figure, he 

was fundamentally a consistent educator. Supriatna and Sumaryoto (2024) examined Tan 

Malaka's concept of people's education and its influence during the national movement, while 

Daradjati and Sylvia (2025) positioned Tan Malaka as a politician-educator who developed 

mass consciousness using the frameworks of Paulo Freire's critical pedagogy and Antonio 

Gramsci's concept of the organic intellectual. Nevertheless, studies that specifically read the 

two primary works side by side to reconstruct Tan Malaka's educational vision as a whole 

remain relatively limited. 

This article seeks to address this gap. By examining SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) 

and Madilog (1943) as the two principal primary sources, this article seeks to answer the 

following question: How is Tan Malaka's role as a people's educator reflected in the two works, 

and how do they constitute a consistent vision of emancipatory education? More specifically, 

this article analyzes (1) the historical contexts underlying the emergence of the two works, (2) 

the educational principles and methods proposed by Tan Malaka in SI Semarang dan 

Onderwijs (1921), (3) the epistemological framework of critical education in Madilog (1943), 

(4) the continuity of vision between the two works, and (5) the relevance of Tan Malaka's 

pedagogical legacy to contemporary Indonesian education. 

Research Methods 

This article uses the historical method with a library research approach. The historical 

method was selected because the object of this study is a historical figure and intellectual 
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works that emerged within particular historical contexts; therefore, an accurate understanding 

of Tan Malaka's thought requires analysis that considers the social, political, and historical 

conditions of his time (Dandy, 2023). The method consists of four systematically implemented 

stages: heuristics, source criticism, interpretation, and historiography. 

At the heuristic stage, sources relevant to the topic were collected. The primary sources 

used in this study are two works written directly by Tan Malaka: SI Semarang dan Onderwijs 

(1921), republished by Yayasan Massa (1987) and accessible through the Marxists Internet 

Archive, and Madilog: Materialisme, Dialektika, Logika (1943), published by Narasi (2010). In 

addition, Dari Penjara ke Penjara (1948) was used as a supporting primary source to 

strengthen the biographical context of Tan Malaka as an educator. Secondary sources 

included scholarly journal articles published within the previous six years and relevant to the 

topic of Tan Malaka's education, identified through databases such as Sinta, Google Scholar, 

and DOAJ. 

At the source criticism stage, the credibility and authenticity of each collected source 

were verified, both internally and externally. The interpretation stage involved critically and 

contextually reading Tan Malaka's works, relating his ideas to the social and political conditions 

of his time, and comparing them with the perspectives of other researchers who have 

examined similar themes. The final stage, historiography, involved presenting the analytical 

findings in a systematic and argumentative academic narrative. 

The library research approach was selected because all of the required data were textual 

and could be obtained from written sources. The analysis employed close reading of Tan 

Malaka's primary texts, paying attention to word choice, argumentative structure, and the 

context in which each work was written. The analytical results were then synthesized to 

construct an argument concerning the continuity of Tan Malaka's educational vision from 1921 

to 1943. 

 

A Brief Biography of Tan Malaka as an Educator 

Tan Malaka was born Ibrahim Gelar Datuk Sutan Malaka in Pandan Gadang, Suliki, 

West Sumatra, on June 2, 1897. He grew up in a family belonging to the lower ranks of the 

local civil service; his father, Rasad, worked as a mantri suntik, or vaccinator. Although he did 

not come from an aristocratic family, Tan Malaka's exceptional intelligence from childhood 

enabled him to attend the Inlandsche Kweekschool voor Onderwijzers in Fort de Kock 

(Bukittinggi) from 1908 to 1913, an indigenous teacher-training school that at the time was the 

only institution of advanced education in Sumatra (Supriatna & Sumaryoto, 2024). 

Tan Malaka's intelligence attracted the attention of his Dutch teacher, G. H. Horensma, 

who subsequently arranged a scholarship for him to continue his studies at the 

Rijkskweekschool (State Teachers' College) in Haarlem, the Netherlands. Tan Malaka traveled 

to the Netherlands in late 1913 and remained there until mid-1919. During his time in the 
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Netherlands, he not only studied pedagogy but also encountered major currents of European 

thought. He read the works of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Vladimir 

Lenin, including Das Kapital and Materialism and Empirio-Criticism (Dandy, 2023). His 

encounter with a turbulent European intellectual world, combined with the sharp contrast 

between democratic freedom in Europe and the oppressive colonial system in the Dutch East 

Indies, shaped Tan Malaka's increasingly revolutionary political consciousness. 

After completing his education, Tan Malaka accepted an offer to work as a teacher at a 

school owned by the Deli Maatschappij plantation company in Tanjung Morawa, North 

Sumatra, in November 1919. There, he first encountered directly the realities of contract 

laborers and their children, who lived in poverty and faced severely limited access to education 

(Apriadi et al., 2024). His experience in Deli became a decisive turning point: the revolutionary 

theories he had read in the Netherlands acquired a concrete human face before him. He 

witnessed directly how ignorance was used by capital owners as a tool to maintain control over 

indigenous labor, and his conviction grew stronger that education had to become a weapon of 

resistance against structural injustice. 

In February 1921, Tan Malaka left Deli for Semarang, which at the time was a major 

base of the newly formed Indonesian Communist Party (PKI). In Semarang, at the invitation of 

Semaun, the leader of the Semarang branch of Sarekat Islam, he was assigned to develop an 

educational system for the children of workers, farmers, and small traders who were not 

reached by colonial government schools (Rahmawati, 2016, as cited in Supriatna & 

Sumaryoto, 2024). This was Tan Malaka's most productive period as a hands-on educator. He 

established and managed the Sarekat Islam School in Semarang while also writing SI 

Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) as a guide to the people's education he was developing. This 

activity continued until 1922, when the Dutch colonial government arrested him and exiled him 

abroad because he was considered a threat to the colonial order. 

After his exile, Tan Malaka lived a nomadic life in various countries for more than two 

decades. During this period, he continued to think and write. During the Japanese occupation, 

when he was in Bayah, southern Banten, he witnessed the suffering of romusha laborers 

whose labor was exploited for Japan's war effort. This experience strengthened his conviction 

that the Indonesian people would never be genuinely free as long as their way of thinking 

remained dominated by mystical logic and blind submission to authority. This conviction gave 

rise to Madilog (1943), Tan Malaka's greatest work, which offered a rational-scientific 

framework of thought as a path toward the epistemological liberation of the Indonesian people 

(Hidayat, 2024). Tan Malaka was killed on February 21, 1949, in an execution that remains 

historically controversial, leaving an intellectual and pedagogical legacy that continues to be 

relevant to the development of Indonesian education. 
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Analysis of SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) 

SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) was written by Tan Malaka in 1921, precisely when 

he was actively establishing and managing the Sarekat Islam School in Semarang. The work 

emerged as a direct response to the colonial educational system, which he regarded as an 

instrument of oppression. In the introduction to the pamphlet, Tan Malaka explicitly stated that 

the purpose of the SI school was not to produce “clerks,” as was the purpose of government 

(Gouvernement) schools, but to equip students to earn their own livelihoods, help their families, 

and participate in the struggle of the people (Malaka, 1921). This statement served as a 

philosophical declaration distinguishing Tan Malaka's people's education from the educational 

systems of his time. 

The social context in which this work was written cannot be separated from conditions in 

Semarang in the early 1920s. At the time, Semarang was a center of labor activism and the 

national movement, where the Semarang branch of Sarekat Islam developed into a respected 

mass organization. Most of its members were workers, small traders, and farmers whose 

children lacked access to colonial government schools because of economic limitations and 

racial barriers (Supriatna & Sumaryoto, 2024). The Sarekat Islam building in Semarang served 

as both a physical marker and a symbolic representation of the strong roots of the popular 

movement in the city. Yuliati (2020) notes that the building was not merely an organizational 

facility but a living space for Indonesian nationalism developing from below, where people's 

political consciousness was cultivated through meetings, discussions, and educational 

activities organized by the Semarang branch of Sarekat Islam. It was here that Tan Malaka 

found the most fertile ground for concretely realizing his ideas about people's education. The 

SI school he established on June 21, 1921, emerged to address this concrete need: to provide 

decent and dignified education to groups that had long been marginalized by the colonial 

educational system. 

Goals of People's Education 

Tan Malaka formulated the educational goals of the SI School in three interconnected 

missions. First, the school had to provide the basic knowledge and skills necessary for students 

to earn a livelihood in the real world, including arithmetic, writing, understanding their 

environment, and mastery of Malay and Javanese as the everyday languages of the people 

(Malaka, 1921). Second, the school had to give students the right to experience happiness 

through interaction and togetherness with others (vereniging). In Tan Malaka's view, students 

whose minds were excessively occupied with lessons without opportunities for social 

interaction would produce a generation that was individualistic and disconnected from social 

life (Malaka, 1921). Third, the school had to instill awareness of students' obligations toward 

the millions of kaum kromo, or ordinary people, who continued to live in conditions of 

powerlessness (Malaka, 1921). 



INDI: Inovasi Didaktik Vol. XI No. 1  2026   6 
e-ISSN 2443-2563 

 

 

These three missions reflect an educational vision that went far beyond teaching reading, 

writing, and arithmetic. Tan Malaka viewed the school as a space for developing the whole 

person: intellectually capable, practically skilled, socially solidaristic, and conscious of their 

responsibility to society. Aji et al. (2024) note that, from this perspective, education for Tan 

Malaka was the first step that Indonesians had to take to achieve genuine independence, not 

only independence from political colonialism but also freedom from ignorance, poverty, and 

dependency. 

 

Educational Principles 

Three principal ideas appear to underlie Tan Malaka's entire educational conception in 

SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921). The first is a popular orientation. Tan Malaka firmly 

rejected dependence on the colonial government for the provision of education. He 

emphasized that people's schools should be established, managed, and financed 

independently by the community itself through self-reliance and mutual cooperation (Malaka, 

1921). This independence was not merely a survival strategy but a declaration that the people 

were capable of managing their own affairs without depending on those who had oppressed 

them. Supriatna and Sumaryoto (2024) emphasize that Tan Malaka's concept of people's 

education was consciously designed to oppose colonial injustice and discrimination by 

positioning the people as the primary subjects of education. 

The second principle is a balance between intellectual development and manual skills. 

Tan Malaka was highly critical of the tendency of colonial education to cultivate cognitive 

abilities while devaluing physical labor. In SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921), he questioned 

why graduates of colonial schools tended to regard themselves as socially superior to farmers 

or carpenters when both occupations were equally necessary to society (Malaka, 1921). For 

Tan Malaka, manual work was as dignified as intellectual work, and good education had to 

value and develop both in balance. This view was consistent with what he later wrote in Dari 

Penjara ke Penjara (1948): intelligence and will must always be accompanied by the habit of 

manual work because manual work is no less dignified for society than intellectual work alone. 

The third principle is collectivity. Tan Malaka believed that schools should function as 

laboratories of social life, where students learned to live alongside one another, respect each 

other, and build solidarity regardless of differences in social background (Malaka, 1921). He 

opposed the colonial school system, which allowed students merely to know one another within 

the classroom without ever building meaningful social bonds. Through association, group 

discussions, and mutual work, students at the SI School were taught that independence could 

not be achieved individually but only through collective struggle (Aji et al., 2024). 
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Learning Methods 

In addition to philosophical principles, Tan Malaka also developed concrete and 

innovative learning methods for his time. The first was a dialogical method. Tan Malaka 

rejected the teacher's position as the sole authority who unidirectionally deposited knowledge 

into students' minds. He positioned the teacher as a thinking companion who invited students 

to engage in dialogue, ask questions, and develop their own understanding (Malaka, 1921). 

His teaching experience in Deli, where he was accustomed to talking with students after class, 

demonstrated that informal conversation often revealed real problems that did not emerge 

during formal lessons. 

The second method was ezelbruggetje, or a mnemonic bridge, a way of condensing 

understanding through abbreviations, associations, or particular keywords so that students 

could remember and understand concepts without becoming trapped in meaningless 

mechanical memorization (Malaka, 1921). Tan Malaka was highly critical of the culture of 

memorization dominant in the colonial educational system, which, in his view, trained students 

merely to remember the sound of sentences without understanding their meaning. Daradjati 

and Sylvia (2025) note that Tan Malaka's rejection of mechanical memorization was one of the 

earliest manifestations of what would later be known in the tradition of critical pedagogy as a 

rejection of the “banking” concept of education criticized by Paulo Freire. 

The third method was analogy. Tan Malaka frequently used analogies from students' 

everyday lives to explain abstract and difficult concepts. One example was his analogy of a 

soccer match to explain how to distinguish among different philosophical schools: just as 

spectators need to know which side is Team A and which is Team B so that they do not become 

confused while following the match, students first need to identify the nature of a school of 

thought before they can evaluate it critically (Malaka, 1921). This analogical approach reflects 

Tan Malaka's sensitivity to the backgrounds of his students, who came from ordinary 

communities, and his consistent effort to bridge the conceptual world with the world of their 

everyday experiences. 

 

Analysis of Madilog (1943) 

Madilog: Materialisme, Dialektika, Logika (1943) was written by Tan Malaka during the 

Japanese occupation, when he was hiding and working in and around Bayah, southern 

Banten. The work was completed in 1943 and was the longest and most comprehensive work 

he ever wrote. The emergence of Madilog (1943) cannot be separated from Tan Malaka's 

intellectual concern about the condition of the Indonesian people who, despite having struggled 

against colonialism for centuries, had not yet developed a tradition of rational and critical 

thinking. In his view, one of the deepest roots obstructing the progress of the Indonesian nation 

was the dominance of mystical logic, a way of thinking that attributed events to supernatural 
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forces, superstition, and authority without rational foundations (Malaka, 1943, as cited in 

Hidayat, 2024). 

Tan Malaka argued that as long as the Indonesian people remained trapped in such 

patterns of thought, they would be unable to understand the actual cause-and-effect 

relationships operating in their social, economic, and political lives. Colonialism, exploitation, 

and injustice would continue to be accepted as an unchangeable fate rather than as historical 

conditions created by human beings and therefore capable of being changed by human beings 

(Fitriyah & Wirayuda, 2026). From this concern, Madilog (1943) emerged as Tan Malaka's 

attempt to offer an alternative way of thinking that he believed could liberate the Indonesian 

people from both the chains of physical colonialism and the chains of modes of thought that 

obstructed intellectual independence. 

 

Materialism as a Way of Understanding Reality 

The first pillar of Madilog (1943) is materialism. For Tan Malaka, materialism was not 

merely a philosophical doctrine asserting that matter is the only reality but also a method for 

viewing the world objectively on the basis of observable and verifiable facts (Malaka, 1943, as 

cited in Hidayat, 2024). Through a materialist perspective, individuals are encouraged to 

understand that the social conditions around them, including poverty, injustice, and 

oppression, are not God's will or an unchangeable fate but products of particular social and 

economic relations created by human beings throughout history. 

In an educational context, Tan Malaka's materialism means that learning should begin 

with students' actual experiences and concrete living conditions rather than with abstract 

knowledge disconnected from reality. Hidayat (2024) notes that Tan Malaka's emphasis on 

materialism has a fundamental pedagogical implication: schools must not teach students 

simply to accept conditions as they are but must train them to analyze the social conditions 

they encounter critically and objectively. 

 

Dialectics as a Way of Understanding Change 

The second pillar is dialectics. Tan Malaka used dialectics in a Hegelian-Marxian sense, 

as a method for understanding that everything in the world is dynamic, interconnected, and 

continually moving through internal contradictions (Malaka, 1943, as cited in Fitriyah & 

Wirayuda, 2026). From a dialectical perspective, no social condition is fixed or eternal. Every 

condition contains contradictions, and change and progress emerge from those contradictions. 

For education, dialectical thinking has important implications. Students who think 

dialectically will not see social reality as static and given but as something that is continually 

changing and can be influenced by human action. They are trained to identify contradictions 

in social phenomena, question why things occur, and imagine possibilities for change that can 

be realized (Fitriyah & Wirayuda, 2026). In the context of Indonesia's struggle for 
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independence, this capacity for dialectical thinking was crucial because it equipped people to 

understand the dynamics of colonial power and identify openings that could be used for 

resistance. 

 

Logic as Rational Thinking 

The third pillar is logic. In Madilog (1943), Tan Malaka gave particular attention to the 

importance of logic as a tool of thought that enables individuals to construct valid arguments, 

avoid contradictions, and distinguish claims supported by evidence from claims based merely 

on belief or authority (Malaka, 1943, as cited in Hidayat, 2024). This emphasis on logic was 

directly related to his criticism of mystical logic, which he believed dominated the thinking of a 

large part of the Indonesian population. 

From an educational perspective, mastery of logic means the ability to think clearly and 

systematically and to avoid being easily manipulated by propaganda or unfounded authority. 

Tan Malaka believed that Indonesians capable of logical thinking would not easily be deceived 

by the false promises of colonial rulers, would not submit to authority merely because it 

appeared powerful, and would not surrender their fate to forces beyond their control (Hidayat, 

2024). Thus, within the framework of Madilog (1943), logic was not merely an academic ability 

but a capacity that directly contributed to human liberation from various forms of oppression. 

 

Madilog as a Continuation of the Educational Vision 

It is important to understand that Madilog (1943) was not merely a philosophical work 

standing apart from Tan Malaka's long career as an educator. It was an organic continuation 

of the educational vision he had developed through SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) two 

decades earlier. If SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) operated at the practical level, how to 

establish a people's school that sided with the kaum kromo and how to teach in ways that 

liberated students' minds from mechanical memorization, then Madilog (1943) operated at the 

epistemological level: how to construct a framework of thought capable of liberating an entire 

nation from modes of thinking that obstruct progress (Fitriyah & Wirayuda, 2026). 

Both works reject passivity. In SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921), Tan Malaka rejected 

students who merely received lessons passively without thinking critically. In Madilog (1943), 

he rejected people who passively accepted their social conditions without questioning the 

structural roots that produced them (Hidayat, 2024). Both emphasize independent thinking as 

an essential condition for genuine independence. Both also proceed from an unwavering 

commitment: education, in its broadest sense, is the most powerful instrument available to the 

people to liberate themselves. 
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Continuity of Vision: From the Classroom to Epistemology 

Reading SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) and Madilog (1943) side by side reveals a 

remarkable continuity in Tan Malaka's educational thought. Although the two works emerged 

in very different contexts, were separated by more than two decades, and were written under 

markedly different historical conditions, they display an unbroken common thread: education 

as an instrument for liberating human beings from all forms of oppression, both physical 

oppression by colonial power and epistemological oppression by modes of thought that 

obstruct independence. 

In SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921), Tan Malaka demonstrated how education should 

operate at the practical level: schools should be close to people's lives, use language that 

people understand, teach skills useful for real life, and develop social consciousness that 

encourages students to care about the well-being of others. Two decades later, in Madilog 

(1943), he presented the epistemological foundations that should support all such educational 

practices: people needed the ability to view reality objectively (materialism), understand the 

dynamics of social change (dialectics), and think clearly and systematically (logic). Without this 

epistemological foundation, the practical education he developed in Semarang risked 

becoming merely a set of technical skills without the ability to understand and transform 

broader social conditions (Hidayat, 2024). 

Daradjati and Sylvia (2025) position Tan Malaka within the global tradition of critical 

education using the frameworks of Paulo Freire and Antonio Gramsci. From a Freirean 

perspective, Tan Malaka can be understood as an educator who rejected the banking concept 

of education and replaced it with problem-posing education, in which students are invited to 

read the world around them critically and take action to transform it. From a Gramscian 

perspective, Tan Malaka can be viewed as an organic intellectual who did not separate himself 

from the class he struggled for but became directly involved in people's lives and struggles 

while building the collective consciousness necessary for social change. 

This continuity is also evident in Tan Malaka's attitude toward language. In SI Semarang 

dan Onderwijs (1921), he selected Malay and Javanese as the school's languages of 

instruction because these were the languages used in the everyday lives of the people of 

Semarang, rather than Dutch, which symbolized colonial power (Malaka, 1921). This choice 

of language was both a political and pedagogical statement: education had to speak in a 

language understood by those it sought to empower. Two decades later, Madilog (1943) was 

written in Indonesian in a style designed to be as accessible as possible to readers without 

formal philosophical backgrounds, because Tan Malaka was not writing for a narrow academic 

audience but for all Indonesians who sought independence (Fitriyah & Wirayuda, 2026). 
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Relevance and Pedagogical Legacy of Tan Malaka 

Tan Malaka's educational thought, developed through SI Semarang dan Onderwijs 

(1921) and Madilog (1943), did not end with his era. Hadi and Romadloni (2024) identify 

several key principles of Tan Malaka's pedagogical legacy that remain relevant to Indonesian 

education today. First, the principle of education as a process of empowerment rather than 

merely the transmission of knowledge is strongly aligned with the spirit of the Merdeka 

Curriculum currently being implemented in Indonesia. The Merdeka Curriculum emphasizes 

project-based learning, the development of the Pancasila Student Profile, and the 

strengthening of students' critical-thinking abilities, values that are substantially consistent with 

what Tan Malaka advocated a century ago. 

Second, Tan Malaka's emphasis on developing students' critical awareness of their 

sociopolitical realities resonates strongly with contemporary critical pedagogy. Fitriyah and 

Wirayuda (2026) demonstrate that the Madilog (1943) framework can be integrated into 

contemporary learning practices, particularly in Indonesian language and literature, as an effort 

to develop deep learning that trains students to analyze texts as social products embedded in 

relations of power. This approach directly challenges the dominance of surface learning or 

memorization-based learning, which, ironically, remains relatively prevalent in Indonesia's 

educational system today. 

Third, Tan Malaka's commitment to educational inclusivity remains equally relevant. The 

SI School he established explicitly opened its doors to the children of workers, farmers, small 

traders, and all groups of people who had previously been untouched by the formal educational 

system (Supriatna & Sumaryoto, 2024). This spirit of inclusivity should serve as a model for 

the contemporary Indonesian education system, which still faces significant disparities in 

educational access among different social groups. 

A comparison between Tan Malaka's vision and Paulo Freire's is also noteworthy. The 

two emerged from different contexts, Tan Malaka from colonized Indonesia in the early 20th 

century and Freire from Brazil, which faced poverty and illiteracy in the mid-20th century, yet 

they reached remarkably similar conclusions: genuine education must begin with learners' 

lived realities, develop critical awareness of unjust social conditions, and encourage 

transformative action to change those conditions (Daradjati & Sylvia, 2025). The fact that Tan 

Malaka formulated these principles two to three decades before Freire wrote Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1968) makes him one of the pioneers of critical pedagogy who has not yet received 

commensurate international recognition. 

 

Conclusion 

An examination of SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921) and Madilog (1943) clearly 

demonstrates that Tan Malaka was not only a political figure and revolutionary but also a 

people's educator with a coherent, consistent educational vision that extended far beyond his 
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time. Through SI Semarang dan Onderwijs (1921), he developed an educational practice 

grounded in popular orientation, self-reliance, and collectivity, with dialogical and contextual 

learning methods that prioritized understanding over memorization. Through Madilog (1943), 

he expanded this vision into the epistemological domain by offering a materialist, dialectical, 

and logical framework of thought as a foundation for the intellectual independence of the 

Indonesian people. 

Although separated by different historical contexts and periods, the two works form an 

uninterrupted vision: genuine education is education that liberates human beings from all forms 

of oppression, both physical oppression and oppression of thought. Tan Malaka believed that 

genuine independence could be achieved only when Indonesians were able to think critically, 

work independently, and struggle collectively. He embodied this conviction not only in his 

writings but also in concrete action as an educator who taught directly among the people for 

whom he struggled. 

Tan Malaka's pedagogical legacy remains relevant and even urgent to revive in the 

context of contemporary Indonesian education. Amid the various educational challenges still 

facing Indonesia, from disparities in access and the dominance of memorization-based 

learning to weak critical-thinking skills among students, the principles Tan Malaka formulated 

a century ago offer invaluable inspiration. Studying and revitalizing Tan Malaka's educational 

thought is not merely a historical project but an urgent intellectual project for the future of a 

more equitable, critical, and emancipatory Indonesian education system. 
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