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Abstrak

Education is a fundamental instrument for developing human capacity and building
a more equitable society. In Indonesia, however, unequal educational access,
socioeconomic disparities, limited facilities, and gender-related stereotypes continue
to challenge educational equality. This article examines Raden Adjeng Kartini’s
ideas about women’s education and their relevance to contemporary Indonesian
education. Using a library research approach, the study analyzes Kartini’'s letters
compiled in Habis Gelap Terbitlah Terang and relevant scholarly literature on
women’s education and the history of Indonesian education. The analysis focuses
on the historical conditions that shaped Kartini’s educational thought, her conception
of education as a means of intellectual and moral development, her advocacy of
equal educational opportunities for women, and the contemporary implications of
these ideas. The findings indicate that Kartini regarded education not merely as the
acquisition of knowledge but as a means of cultivating independent thought,
character, dignity, and social participation. Although access to education has
expanded substantially, significant geographic, economic, infrastructural, and digital
inequalities remain. Kartini’'s educational philosophy therefore remains relevant as a
moral and philosophical foundation for developing an inclusive, equitable, and
socially responsive Indonesian education system.
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Introduction

Education is one of the most important foundations of national development because it
contributes to human development, character formation, social participation, and the creation
of a more equitable society. In Indonesia, the history of education reflects a long process of
transformation from a colonial system characterized by restricted access and social
stratification to a national system that formally recognizes education as a right. Yet historical
progress does not automatically eliminate inequality. Contemporary Indonesia continues to
face disparities in educational access, differences in the quality of educational facilities,
socioeconomic barriers, and unequal opportunities across geographic regions. These
challenges make historical reflection important because ideas developed during earlier periods
can provide intellectual and moral resources for evaluating contemporary educational policy
and practice.

The history of Indonesian education also demonstrates that access to schooling has
always been connected to broader structures of social power. During the colonial period, formal
education was limited and discriminatory. Access was more readily available to Europeans
and selected groups of indigenous elites, whereas many indigenous communities remained

excluded. Women faced additional restrictions because educational expectations were shaped
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by gendered divisions of social roles. Girls were frequently prepared primarily for domestic
responsibilities, while intellectual and professional development were treated as less
necessary for women.

Within this historical context, Raden Adjeng Kartini emerged as an important intellectual
voice on women’s education and social equality. Kartini’s educational ideas were articulated
most clearly through letters exchanged with friends and correspondents in the Netherlands
and later compiled in Habis Gelap Terbitlah Terang. Her writings reveal a sustained concern
with the limited opportunities available to indigenous women and with the broader social
consequences of denying women intellectual development. For Kartini, education was not
simply a mechanism for acquiring information. It was a means of developing a person’s
capacity to think independently, strengthening dignity, cultivating moral character, and
enabling participation in social life (Kartini, 2005).

Kartini’'s personal experience was central to the development of this perspective. As the
daughter of the Regent of Jepara, she had an opportunity to attend the Europese Lagere
School (ELS), where she encountered Western ideas concerning education, freedom, and
social progress. Her formal schooling, however, was interrupted when she reached
adolescence and entered the period of seclusion expected of girls in her social environment.
During this period, she continued learning independently through reading, writing, and
correspondence. The contrast between her early educational experience and the restrictions
imposed on her later became an important basis for her critique of the social conditions limiting
women’s education.

Previous scholarship has examined Kartini’s role in women’s emancipation and her
educational thought. Handak and Kuswanto (2021) emphasize the urgency of women'’s
education in relation to Kartini’s ideas, while Pratiwi and Hudaidah (2021) examine Kartini’s
views on women’s education and their implications for educational development.
Pramudawardhani and Estiana (2018) discuss Kartini’'s struggle and educational thought within
the history of women’s education in Indonesia. These studies demonstrate the continuing
importance of Kartini as an educational thinker. Nevertheless, her ideas can be examined
further by placing them in direct conversation with contemporary problems of educational
equality, including geographic inequality, economic barriers, unequal infrastructure, and the
digital divide.

This article therefore examines Kartini’'s educational thought as expressed in Habis
Gelap Terbitlah Terang and considers its relevance to contemporary Indonesian education.
The discussion is limited primarily to her ideas concerning women’s education, equality,
intellectual freedom, character formation, and the social function of education. It asks how
Kartini conceptualized education, how her ideas contributed to the development of women’s
education in Indonesia, and why those ideas remain relevant in addressing contemporary

educational inequality.
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Research Method

This study uses a library research approach. The approach is appropriate because the
principal object of analysis is a body of written material consisting of Kartini's letters as
compiled in Habis Gelap Terbitlah Terang and scholarly publications concerning Kartini,
women’s education, and the history of Indonesian education. The primary source is Kartini’s
published correspondence (Kartini, 2005), while secondary sources include scholarly articles
addressing the urgency of women'’s education, Kartini’'s educational thought, and the historical
development of Indonesian education (Handak & Kuswanto, 2021; Pramudawardhani &
Estiana, 2018; Pratiwi & Hudaidah, 2021).

The analysis was conducted through close reading and thematic interpretation. Relevant
passages were identified according to several themes: educational access, intellectual
freedom, gender equality, character formation, the role of women in the family and society, and
education as a means of reducing social inequality. These themes were interpreted in relation
to the historical context of colonial education and subsequently connected to contemporary
educational challenges described in the source manuscript. The study does not claim to
establish direct causal influence between Kartini’s ideas and every subsequent educational
policy. Instead, it examines the continuing conceptual relevance of her principles as a

framework for understanding educational equality.

Women’s Education in Kartini’s Era

At the beginning of the 20th century, education in the Dutch East Indies was
characterized by limited access and social discrimination. Formal schooling was not equally
available to the entire population. Europeans and selected indigenous elites had greater
opportunities to enter formal educational institutions, whereas many indigenous people had
restricted access. Women faced additional obstacles because educational expectations were
shaped by gendered divisions of social roles. Girls were frequently prepared for domestic
responsibilities, while intellectual and professional development were treated as less
necessary for women.

The practice of pingitan illustrates how educational restriction operated through social as
well as institutional mechanisms. Kartini’'s own experience demonstrates the contradiction
between access to formal schooling during childhood and the loss of that access during
adolescence. Although she had attended the ELS, she was later expected to remain secluded.
This interruption did not end her intellectual development. Instead, it encouraged her to
continue learning independently through reading and correspondence. Her experience helped
transform education in her thinking from a privilege temporarily granted to a fundamental

means of human development.
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Kartini’s correspondence expressed concern not only for herself but for indigenous
women more broadly. She observed that women who were denied education were also denied
opportunities to expand their knowledge, develop independent judgment, and participate more
fully in society. Education therefore became central to her understanding of emancipation. The
problem was not simply that women lacked access to classrooms; the deeper problem was
that social structures limited their ability to become autonomous intellectual and social actors.

The significance of this argument lies in its broader understanding of equality.
Educational equality, from Kartini’'s perspective, involved more than placing girls physically
inside schools. It required recognition of women'’s intellectual capacity and their right to develop
that capacity. Her argument consequently challenged assumptions about what women were

capable of becoming and about the social roles that should be available to them.

Kartini’s Educational Thought in Habis Gelap Terbitlah Terang

Kartini’s educational thought is closely associated with the belief that education should
transform the individual rather than merely provide technical knowledge. Her letters repeatedly
connect learning with intellectual awakening, freedom, dignity, and social progress. In one
passage, Kartini uses the image of a girl whose mind has been educated and whose
perspective has been broadened but who is then returned to the restrictive world from which
she came. The image captures a central tension in her thought: education creates new
intellectual possibilities, but those possibilities become contradictory when social structures
continue to restrict the educated person’s freedom (Kartini, 2005).

For Kartini, education was therefore closely connected to freedom of thought. A person
who has learned to think, compare ideas, and understand the world cannot easily be expected
to accept inherited limitations without question. Education expands the horizon of what an
individual can imagine for herself and for society. In this sense, Kartini’'s educational philosophy
was emancipatory because it sought to change not only what women knew but also how they
understood their own position in society.

A second major element was equality of educational opportunity. Kartini challenged the
assumption that women did not require advanced education because their lives were confined
to the household. She argued that women’s intellectual capacities deserved recognition. The
progress of a society could not be separated from the development of women because women
constituted a substantial part of the population and played important roles in family and social
life (Handak & Kuswanto, 2021). Denying women education therefore represented not only an
individual injustice but also a limitation on national development.

Kartini also attached importance to character and morality. Education, in her view, should
produce individuals who possess knowledge as well as integrity, responsibility, and concern

for others. Education should develop the whole person. Intellectual competence without moral
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development would be insufficient to create the socially responsible citizens that Kartini
envisioned (Pratiwi & Hudaidah, 2021).

Another important dimension is Kartini’s understanding of women’s educational influence
within the family. She viewed women, particularly mothers, as important educators of children.
An educated mother could contribute effectively to children’s development and thereby
influence the quality of future generations. This argument gave women’s education a social
multiplier effect: educating women was presented not only as an investment in individual
women but also as an investment in families and society. At the same time, this aspect of
Kartini’'s thought should be read alongside her broader insistence that women deserve

intellectual development as human beings in their own right.

Education as a Means of Social Equality

Kartini’s educational thought also contains a strong social dimension. Education could
reduce inequality because knowledge and intellectual development provide individuals with
greater capacity to understand their circumstances, improve their lives, and participate in social
change. For this reason, educational opportunity should not be determined by gender or social
status. Education becomes socially meaningful when it is accessible to people who have
historically been excluded from it.

This perspective connects individual emancipation with social transformation. Kartini did
not regard women’s advancement as an isolated issue. The education of women could
influence families, communities, and the broader development of the nation. Her argument
thus moves from the individual to the social level: a more educated population can participate
more effectively in public life, while a society that restricts education reproduces inequality
across generations.

The historical contribution of Kartini’s ideas can therefore be understood in terms of the
gradual expansion of educational aspirations for Indonesian women. The source manuscript
describes the establishment of women’s schools and the later recognition of equal educational
rights as developments consistent with the principles Kartini advocated (Pramudawardhani &
Estiana, 2018). Although it would be too strong to attribute all subsequent developments
directly to Kartini, her writings provided an influential intellectual language through which

women’s education could be understood as a matter of social progress and justice.

Kartini’s Contribution to Indonesian Education

Kartini’s contribution to Indonesian education is most visible in the way her ideas
challenged the assumption that education should be distributed according to social hierarchy
and gender. Her emphasis on women’s intellectual development contributed to a broader

understanding of education as a right associated with human dignity. This principle later
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became increasingly compatible with national educational ideals that emphasized access to
education for all citizens.

The significance of her legacy should not be measured solely by the number of schools
established in her name or by commemorative recognition. More fundamentally, her
contribution lies in changing the conceptual meaning of women’s education. Women were not
merely future wives or mothers who needed limited practical instruction. They were individuals
capable of learning, thinking, making judgments, and contributing to society. This conceptual
shift was important because institutional reform requires a corresponding change in social
attitudes.

The influence of Kartini’s educational thought can also be seen in its connection with
women’s participation beyond the household. Education can expand opportunities for women
to participate in economic, cultural, political, and professional life. In this respect, education
functions as an enabling condition for broader social participation. The historical significance
of Kartini therefore extends beyond women’s schooling narrowly understood and reaches

questions of citizenship, social mobility, and equality.

Relevance to Educational Equality in Contemporary Indonesia

Indonesia has experienced substantial educational expansion since Kartini’s era.
Women’s participation in education has increased, and women now enter higher education
and professional fields at levels that would have been difficult to imagine in the social
environment of Kartini’'s youth. This development represents significant progress toward one
of the central principles in her educational thought: women should have opportunities to
develop their intellectual capacities and participate fully in society.

However, progress in formal access does not mean that educational equality has been
fully achieved. The manuscript identifies persistent disparities between urban and remote or
disadvantaged regions. Infrastructure, the availability of teachers, and educational facilities
remain uneven, and these differences affect the quality of learning available to students in
different locations. From a Kartinian perspective, the central question is not merely whether
education formally exists but whether all citizens have a meaningful opportunity to benefit from
it.

Economic inequality constitutes another barrier. Even where schooling is formally
available, families may experience indirect costs and other economic constraints that influence
educational participation and quality. Government programs intended to support schooling can
reduce these barriers, but the persistence of economic differences demonstrates that formal
policy alone does not automatically produce equal educational outcomes. Kartini’s principle of
broad educational access remains relevant because it directs attention toward the social
conditions that determine whether educational opportunity can actually be exercised (Pratiwi
& Hudaidah, 2021).
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The development of digital technology introduces an additional dimension of inequality.
Digital learning can expand access to educational materials, communication, and new forms
of instruction, but these benefits depend on access to devices, reliable connectivity, digital
literacy, and supportive learning environments. Students who lack such resources can be
disadvantaged even when they are formally enrolled in the same educational system. The
digital divide therefore represents a contemporary version of the older problem Kartini
confronted: unequal access to the resources required for intellectual development.

Kartini’s thought is also relevant to contemporary educational quality. Her emphasis on
intellectual freedom suggests that education should not be reduced to the accumulation of
information. Students should be encouraged to develop independent judgment and confidence
in engaging with ideas. In the contemporary environment, this principle is particularly important
because students encounter large amounts of information through digital platforms. Education
must help learners evaluate information, understand different perspectives, and make
responsible judgments rather than merely consume content.

Her emphasis on character formation remains equally relevant. Technological
development and globalization create opportunities for learning but also generate challenges
related to misinformation, communication ethics, social conflict, and changing patterns of
interaction. An education system focused only on academic achievement may not adequately
prepare students to respond to these conditions. Kartini’'s understanding of education as
intellectual and moral development supports a comprehensive approach in which knowledge,
character, responsibility, and social concern are developed together.

Gender equality also remains an important dimension of contemporary educational
policy and practice. Although women’s educational participation has improved substantially,
gender stereotypes can continue to influence expectations concerning academic fields,
careers, leadership, and social roles. Kartini’'s challenge to the assumption that women’s
intellectual capacities should be restricted remains useful in identifying such barriers.
Educational equality therefore requires not only equal enrollment but also learning
environments in which students can develop their abilities without restrictive gender
expectations.

The relevance of Kartini’'s thought can consequently be summarized through four
interconnected principles: equality of access, intellectual freedom, character development, and
social responsibility. These principles can inform contemporary efforts to reduce geographic
and economic disparities, address the digital divide, strengthen inclusive learning, and develop
students as independent and ethical participants in society. Her ideas should not be treated as
a fixed educational formula, but as a historical philosophical resource that can be interpreted

in relation to changing educational conditions.
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Discussion

The historical and contemporary dimensions of Kartini’'s educational thought reveal a
consistent principle: education becomes meaningful when it expands human possibilities. In
the colonial context, this meant challenging restrictions that prevented women from continuing
their education and developing independent intellectual identities. In the contemporary context,
it means ensuring that formal expansion of schooling is accompanied by genuine equality in
access, resources, quality, and participation.

Kartini’s approach also demonstrates that educational equality has both structural and
cultural dimensions. Structural equality concerns access to schools, teachers, facilities, and
learning resources. Cultural equality concerns beliefs about who deserves education, what
forms of knowledge are valued, and what roles different groups are expected to occupy. Kartini
challenged both dimensions. Her own experience showed that having access to schooling at
one stage of life did not guarantee continued educational freedom when cultural expectations
imposed restrictions on women.

This distinction is especially important for contemporary Indonesia. Expanding
infrastructure and digital access can reduce material inequality, but educational equality will
remain incomplete if stereotypes and social expectations continue to narrow students’
opportunities. Likewise, curriculum reform may encourage critical thinking, but students need
supportive environments in which questioning, discussion, and independent judgment are
valued. Kartini’'s educational thought therefore encourages policymakers and educators to
consider education as a social ecosystem rather than simply as a system of schools.

At the same time, Kartini’s ideas should be interpreted historically rather than projected
onto the present without qualification. Her writings emerged from a particular colonial and
Javanese social context, and some of her arguments—especially the emphasis on women’s
influence as mothers—reflect the social vocabulary of her period. Nevertheless, the broader
principles of intellectual development, dignity, educational access, and opposition to gender-
based restrictions can be critically adapted to contemporary conditions. The value of historical
educational thought lies precisely in its ability to stimulate reflection rather than to provide
ready-made solutions.

The continuing relevance of Kartini is therefore not simply commemorative. Her thought
raises a fundamental question for Indonesian education: what does it mean for education to
be genuinely equal? If equality is defined only as formal enroliment, major contemporary
inequalities may remain invisible. A more substantive definition includes the capacity of
students to access meaningful learning, develop their intellectual potential, and participate in
society regardless of gender, geography, or socioeconomic background. In this sense, Kartini’s

philosophy remains a useful ethical benchmark for evaluating educational development.
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Conclusion

Raden Adjeng Kartini’'s educational thought emerged from the restrictive social and
educational conditions of colonial Indonesia, particularly the limited opportunities available to
women. Through her letters compiled in Habis Gelap Terbitlah Terang, she presented
education as a means of intellectual liberation, character formation, personal dignity, and social
progress. She challenged the assumption that women did not require substantial education
and argued for opportunities that would allow women to develop their intellectual capacities
and participate more fully in society.

The analysis shows that Kartini’'s educational philosophy extends beyond the issue of
women’s access to schooling. Education, in her view, has a broader social purpose: it can
strengthen individuals, improve families, reduce social inequality, and contribute to national
development. Her emphasis on character and moral responsibility further indicates that
educational progress should be evaluated not only through academic attainment but also
through the development of responsible and socially conscious individuals.

Although contemporary Indonesia has achieved substantial progress in educational
access, the ideals represented in Kartini’s thought have not been fully realized. Geographic
disparities, socioeconomic barriers, unequal facilities, and the digital divide continue to affect
educational opportunity. Gender stereotypes also remain relevant in some educational and
social contexts. These challenges demonstrate that educational equality requires continuing
attention to both material access and the cultural conditions that shape participation.

Kartini’s legacy therefore remains relevant as a moral and philosophical foundation for
contemporary educational development. Her principles of equality, intellectual freedom,
character formation, and broad access can inform efforts to create an Indonesian education
system that is more inclusive, equitable, and responsive to social change. Rather than treating
Kartini solely as a historical symbol of women’s emancipation, educators and policymakers
can engage critically with her educational philosophy as an enduring resource for thinking

about what equitable education should mean in the modern era.
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