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Ing Ngarso Sung Tulodo 
Ing Madya Mangun Karso 
Tut Wuri Handayani 
 
(Set Example as You Guide 
Will Nurturance Alongside 
Empower as Follower) 
 
Ki Hadjar Dewantara 
 
Those Javanese language sentences are attributed to Ki Hajar Dewantara, the 
Honorary name of R.M. Suwardi Suryaningrat, a Javanese nobleman from 
Yogyakarta.  Javanese is the most widely spoken language (aside from the official 
Indonesian language) out of the 737 known spoken languages from over 300 
ethnic groups. Arguably all Javanese-speaking Indonesians (90 millions of them) 
knows these sentences by heart, and most Indonesians  (238 millions of them) 
would know at least the last of the sentences.  
 
Ki Hadjar Dewantara is the first “inlanders”(the pre-WW II Dutch term for native 
inhabitants of the Islands of Indonesia) who promoted the name “Indonesia” back 
in 1913 when he was exiled to Holland and making a press bureau there.  
 
He was exiled after he published a manuscript “Als Ik Een Nederlander Was”, or 
“If I Were a Netherlander” - an essay published in 20 July 1913, strongly 
protesting the Dutch Netherlands-Indies Government plan of commemorating the 
100th anniversary of Dutch independence in its then-called Netherlands-Indies 
colony.  
 
Consequently he was exiled to the Bangka island near Sumatra, yet as he was 
given the liberty to choose, he chose to be exiled in the Netherlands where he 
studied education. 
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He is one of the eminent pre-Independence Indonesian Nationalists, one of the 
Indonesian luminaries of a 1900-1950 era, a forward-looking thinker, constantly 
preoccupied with the thought of independence, democracy, and freeing people 
from ignorance.  
 
His thoughts are pervasive in the Indonesian modern psyche. He contributed in 
shaping the pre- and post-Independence national identity as one of the founding 
fathers of Indonesia.  
 
 

 
 

Ki Hadjar Dewantara 
 
 
With all his talents and contributions to his contemporary society, his most 
profound and continued legacy is in the field of education. He is considered as the 
Father of modern Indonesian Education.  
 
In 1922 he developed the "Taman Siswa" school - later to become a Java-wide 
education movement that flourished throughout Indonesia. 
 
Taman Siswa 
 
Taman Siswa was very influential for more than half a century. It was deemed as 
the epitome of education system in Indonesia. The school chain covers 
kindergarten up to university level education. It has presence in 129 cities and 
towns throughout Indonesia. 
 
The Taman Siswa popularity has only recently been complemented and 
superseded by other private educational institutions, systems, and models brought 
forth by various religious institutions and educational interest groups, including 
recent advent of international-standard K-12 educational curriculum imports.  
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Nevertheless, the spirit of the education based on the three sentences has been 
deeply embedded in the "collective subconscious" of the Indonesian populace.  
 
Constructivism 
 
The central tenet of Ki Hadjar Dewantara’s teaching is to consider a child at the 
center of education process, while the teacher becomes the pedagogue. The 
child’s human nature is given the freedom to mature and unfold, so that the child 
could become mature individual, valuable and useful for him/herself and others.  
 
It is very much in line with the emergence of a more recent education paradigm 
known as constructivism, on the footpaths of Dewey, Piaget and  Vigotsky among 
others. Constructivism refers to the idea that learners construct knowledge for 
themselves, where each learner individually and socially constructs meaning in the 
process of learning. The view of constructivism therefore has two consequences: 
focus on the learner in thinking about learning and that there is no knowledge 
independent of the meaning constructed by a learner or a community of learners. 
 
Paradigm for Indonesian Education 
 
Ki Hadjar Dewantara was appointed as the first Minister of Teaching in the first 
Indonesian Presidential Cabinet of 1945-1951.  
 
“Tut Wuri Handayani” becomes the motto of the Indonesian Ministry of 
Education.  
 

 
 

Logo of the Indonesian Ministry of Education 
 
 
The Indonesian notion of a Guru 
 
The Indonesians, notably the Javanese has a firmly embedded understanding of 
what a guru is. This Indonesian word is a direct import of a Sanskrit Indian word , 
giving us a clue that prior to that import, the native inhabitant of the Indonesian 
archipelago did not have a developed concept of guru.  
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As a sanskrit import, it could be reasonably inferred that came into Indonesia and 
the island of Java during the Hindu and subsequent Buddhist era, sometime during 
and after the 4th century A.D.  
 

 
the word “guru” in Sanskrit  

 
According to the Advaya-Tãraka Upanishad (verse 16), guru is composed of the 
syllables 'gu' and 'ru', the former signifying 'darkness', and the latter signifying 'the 
destroyer of that [darkness]', hence a guru is one characterized as someone who 
dispels spiritual ignorance (darkness), with spiritual illumination (light). 
 
The original concept of guru when it came to Java 16 century ago is specific and 
religion-oriented. A guru in its original term is a teacher in Hinduism and 
Buddhism. The guru is seen in these religions as a sacred conduit for wisdom and 
a way to self-realization, and the importance of finding a true guru is emphasized. 
 
In contemporary Indonesia, the word "guru" is widely used with the general 
meaning of "teacher". However, the deeper meaning of the original word is 
retained. A guru retains a special social status, and also bears a burden from a 
certain role expectation. A guru is expected not only to impart knowledge, but 
also to educate, help someone unfold, to be a role model in the society.  
 
The concept of guru in the depths of Indonesian psyche is to help people attain 
self-realization. 
 

 
 
 
A tie to the original spiritual nature of the original sanskrit word has been retained 
in the long 1600-years known history of the successive influx, inculturation and 
syncretism of various religions in Indonesia: Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, 
Confucianism, Muslim, Christianity, and other lesser-known belief systems.  
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Guru and Leadership Role 
 
In the Indonesian context, guru is a role that have special social significance, a role 
that within it carries a notion of virtue. 
 
A guru is perceived to be more knowledgeable than the average person, thus 
perceived, even half-expected to be wiser. The concept of a “wise person” in the 
eastern tradition covers not only someone knowledgeable in a specific skills or 
occupation, but also someone who has already able to achieve true understanding 
of his/her very nature of being.  
 
The ultimate wisdom is always attributed to a state of enlightenment where one is 
able to discern what is real from what is illusory. This is in contrast with the 
cartesian dualism nature of a “philosopher” in its Greek-Arabic-Western sense.  
 
A guru cannot exist without a student, the role itself implies the presence of an 
acolyte, or a disciple. One of the popular Indonesian words for student is murid, a 
word of Arabic origin. Murid means “the one who seeks” in the sense of spiritual 
path: a disciple or an acolyte. In the Indonesian societal context, the term murid 
is a societal role having a clear role-relationship with the term guru, also a societal 
role. 
 
In this light, the role of a guru is similar to a leader. A leader cannot exist without 
a follower, the leadership role implies the presence of a follower. One can readily 
see the use of what Ki Hadjar Dewantara prescribes for guru to be extended to 
any generic leadership role in any profession. Care must be taken though as the 
maturational nature of the role-relationship between a guru and a murid is very 
specific, and may not readily be translated to managerial role-relationship 
between a manager and a subordinate, or even between a manager-once-removed 
and a subordinate-once-removed.  
 
With the role of nurturing the capability maturation of the student, a guru will be 
held accountable by his or her own conscience to harness performance, elicit and 
instill values, provide for a good behavior modeling, observe the capability 
maturation, and impart wisdom to the student. 
 
The leadership role is to impart the way of the world, the wisdom of how to tread 
a path. Not only to be fully competent, but beyond competence - is to help the 
student learn to successfully tread the path of life.  
 
In a sense it is to help the student to understand how to be happy within his/her 
capability. 
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Given the daunting nature of the accountabilities of the role, in this sense to be a 
teacher becomes a calling. What is interesting though, in Indonesia – especially 
within the Javanese subculture –  this proverb has not only become a prescription 
for teachers, but also for parents. This proverb has been handed down in 
successive generations as a guideline for parental leadership practices. 
Conscientious parents are to find comfort in the discipline of parenting as set 
forth by the proverb. 
 
 
The Essence of the proverb 
 
The proverb is a very succinct prescription of three generic accountabilities, each 
corresponding to a specific role relationship for a very specific role of a guru. 
Put in our contemporary, “role-description” world of work specialization, it can 
be understood as such: 
 
Role Relationship Generic Accountability 
Ing ngarso Sung tulodo 
Ing madya Mangun karso 
Tut wuri Handayani 
 
There is an underlying role presupposing those role-relationship.  
 
Ki Hadjar must have chosen to distill these three generic accountabilities, with 
full trust and understanding that the recipients of these messages could easily 
discern the necessary context and purpose. That means he chose to prescribe the 
bare essence, knowing that the Javanese society has adequate understanding of the 
role of a guru. Anthropologically it means that the role of a guru is already a 
firmly established role in the society during and before his age. 
 
My sense of awe, humility and wonder comes from a realization that Ki Hadjar 
prescribe these generic accountabilities with clear and thorough personal 
deliberation and understanding of the ontological and epistemical nature of the 
role of a guru. 
 
By ontology I mean the branch of metaphysics dealing with the nature of being.  
By epistemology I mean of or relating to knowledge or to the degree of its 
validation.  
 



May 2009 

7 

My personal discernment 
 
The sentences are self-contained metaphors, allusions and allegories that one can 
readily reflect upon one's own individual life journey.  They contain a self-
revealing, timeless wisdom to help anyone unfold as one plunges to know, 
acknowledge, and then embrace it. 
 
The sentences are simple yet profound. So profound, in fact, that I could only 
relate to these sentences in an experiential manner. It forces me to retrace my 
overall understanding of the sentences, gives me a feeling of going back full circle 
of how I was brought up, learning to understand my place in the world, how I 
emerge in various roles I either fill or traipse in life, and where I am now. 
 
About the cultural context of the sentences 
 
The sentences are written in "Krama Inggil" Javanese, the highest stratum of the 
spoken Javanese languages. There are three levels of Javanese language, each 
provides a distinct social context. 
 
Level I. "Ngoko" Javanese.  This is colloquial Javanese, used: 
(a)   both by the educated and non-educated to address people considered as equal  

- as a gesture of close friendship;  
(b)  by the higher ranking people, both educated and non educated, to people 

considered lower in rank - as a gesture of authority towards others. 
 
Level II. "Krama Madya" Javanese. This is "Middle Refined" Javanese. used: 
(a)  by the educated to address people considered as equal yet not considered as 

close friend;  
(b)  by the coarsely educated lower rank to address people considered higher in 

rank - as a gesture of submission; 
(c)  by the refinely educated lower rank to address people considered higher in 

rank - to signify that I honor you but not so much as revering you because I 
perceive that I have a more or less equal capability with you. 

 
Level III. "Krama Inggil" Javanese.  This is "Highly Refined" Javanese. used: 
(a)  by the refinely educated lower rank to address people considered honorable 

or significantly higher in rank - to signify absolute reverence and submission 
(b)  by the refinely educated higher rank to address common people - to signify 

personal humility, therefore making the common people revere this person 
even more because in Javanese feudal social system, one is not necessary to be 
humble if one is at the top whether it is by blood or by accomplishment. 

 
 



May 2009 

8 

It is in this Level III (b) context that the Javanese-speaking people consider and 
understand the sentences of the "Tut Wuri Handayani" sentences.  
 
By putting it at this context, not only the sentences becomes acceptable for all 
social strata, it also becomes socially imperative to be observed and executed by 
people in pertinent roles. This choice of context makes it a lifelong social task to 
be performed not only by teachers, but also by parents. 
 
The translation  
 
The apt, succinct English translation suitable in meaning as well as rhyme that I 
have taken the prudent liberty to translate is: 
 

Javanese 
 

Ing Ngarso Sung Tulodo 
Ing Madya Mangun Karso 

Tut Wuri Handayani 
 
 

English 
 

Set Example as You Guide 
Will Nurturance Alongside 

Empower as Follower 
 
 
Ing Ngarso Sung Tulodo 
 
Ing Ngarso refers to a specific particular position between the teacher and the 
student. Literally means “in front”, Ing Ngarso could also mean “at the forefront” 
or to be taken more contextually means “while you serve as a guide to that other 
person due to your relative temporal position in front of that person”. 
 
Sung Tulodo is a declarative, imperative statement. meaning “to offer a perfect 
example of leadership behaviour” or “bestow good example at all times”. 
 
Taken together, Ing Ngarso Sung Tulodo has an enriched meaning of “bestow a 
good example at all times while you serve as a guide to that other person due to 
your relative temporal position in front of that person”. 
 
The rhyming, succinct translation of Ing Ngarso Sung Tulodo becomes  
Set Example as You Guide. 
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Ing Madyo Mangun Karso 
 
Ing Madyo literally means “in the middle” meaning between “ngarso” (front) and 
“wuri” (back, trail). The meaning of Ing Madyo here does not stop to a specific 
position, rather it also means a temporal meaning, “being together along with that 
person, being alongside that person, coexist at the same plane of existence along 
with that person”. 
 
A more specific meaning of Ing Madyo is “being present as the other person 
performs his/her work or deeds”. 
 
Mangun Karso comprises two concepts: Mangun (develop) and Karso (will). 
Mangun is a continual effort, a never ending effort. The development aspect here 
is not interventionist, it is more in the form of nurturance.  
 
Rather than haphazard or unsystematic, Mangun refers to a continuous nurturance 
based on universal principles. 
 
Karso is human will, that special something that provides the strength and energy 
for a person to perform work to a previously directed goal or intent. Karso 
implies the manifestation of personal intent. Furthermore, Karso implies 
something good, something virtuous, not just any kind of will to achieve just 
about any goal or intent. 
 
Mangun Karso would then mean “continuous nurturance based on universal 
principles for achieving the manifestation of virtuous personal intent” 
 
Taken at length, Ing Madya Mangun Karso becomes “continuous nurturance based 
on universal principles for achieving the manifestation of virtuous personal intent 
while you are being present, coexist alongside that person as that other person 
performs his/her work or deeds”. 
 
The rhyming, succinct translation of Ing Madyo Mangun Karso becomes Will 
Nurturance Alongside. 
 
Tut Wuri Handayani 
 
Tut Wuri means Tut (trailing) and Wuri (behind). Tut is a conscious effort with 
full awareness of knowing not only the distance but also the psychological and 
sociological context of the person being followed. The trailing here implies a non-
intrusive, discreet manner where a certain level of trust has already been 
established between the follower and the person being followed.  
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Wuri or behind is a spatial concept where in a vector movement, the follower 
always keep a safe distance behind the one being followed.  
 
Handayani means to empower, to perform as an unobtrusive mentor, giving a 
sense of trust and serenity to the person being followed so that the person could 
feel confident in his/her own ability. 
 
Taken at length, Tut Wuri Handayani becomes "a conscious effort to follow the 
lead of the one being nurtured while ensuring empowerment of mind-body-spirit 
of the leader, having established a full trusting working relationship between the 
leader and the follower" 
 
The rhyming, succinct translation of Tut Wuri Handayani becomes Empower as 
Follower. 
 
The three sentences set a clear condition for working together in a trust-based 
role relationship between a teacher and a student, between parents and children, 
or – with a stretch of social construct – in a managerial accountability hierarchy. 
 
Epilogue 
 
Arguably, the Indonesian people have a deeply rooted operational concept of 
leadership that has stood the test of time, yet waiting to either be revived or 
rediscovered given recent import of leadership concepts: "from good to great" 
"leadership at the speed of trust" and so forth. 
 
Not only this Indonesian wisdom is succinct and contextual, it is also deeply 
rooted in the trust of the goodness of a human, and how that goodness could be 
elicited through the discipline of a trust-inducing role-relationship between the 
role holders. 
 
This approach is in line with the emergence of an education paradigm known as 
constructivism. 
 
Going back to this root will give the Indonesians the sense of much needed 
continuity and confidence as a basis to go forward in preparing the leaders of the 
future whilst at the same time performing our roles as capable leaders in various 
positions around the globe.  

The trend of Indonesian talent diaspora that we observe in recent generation 
could provide opportunity to plant the seed of this Indonesian wisdom globally. 
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This wisdom is in at its heart applicable not only for the Indonesians but also for 
humanity regardless of race, religion, philosophical inclination, nationality, and 
other personal outlooks. It is universal in its nature. 

I envision that the discipline of applying this wisdom in daily practices could help 
strengthen mutual trust as – to cite Elliot Jaques’ idea – the basic glue that holds 
us together, that allows humanity to live together, that is the foundation of the 
existence of humanity.  

Engendering trust through applying this age-old wisdom in our daily practice 
could extend the survival of our species to allow for the best that humanity can 
offer for generations to come. 

 

 

e 

 
 

My thanks to Michel Desjardins who piqued my interest to explore this subject 
with his email: 

 


