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Engaging the Knowledge Society
Prof. M. M. Karunanayake

consider it a singular honour to be invited by the Vice Chancellor, Dean, Faculty of Graduate
IStudies and the University Senate to deliver the convocation address. I am privileged to felicitate
those of you who have been conferred your first degrees, postgraduate diplomas or the higher degrees
today. I share with you, your sense of achievement and exuberance on this happy occasion. In my
address I would like to provide some thoughts on the subject ‘engaging the knowledge society’, for you

to reflect on, as you leave the portal of this prestigious university. What is a knowledge society?

It was Peter Drueker who used the term knowledge society for the first time in 1969 in his work
titled The Age of Discontinuity. He argued knowledge has become the key resource that knows no
geography. He surmised that in the future the largest working group will be the knowledge workers. In his
view education and development, and to some degree training, is the central concern of a knowledge

society.

Since then there have been others such as Robin Mansell and Nico Stehr who have contributed to
the notion of a knowledge society. Manuel Castells in the late 1990s introduced the term information
society. In an information society “information and access to information play a central role economically,
socially and individually”. There are others who refer to a knowledge economy in which knowledge is
used to produce economic benefits. We may assume that these different definitions are subsumed by the

term knowledge society. In my address I use the term knowledge society in its most inclusive sense.

The value of knowledge to human society has been well understood long before the term knowledge
society came into vogue. In fact the university motto “among all that rise knowledge is greatest” sums
up the Buddhist perception of knowledge. John Houghton and Peter Shechan have shown “that all
economies, however simple, are based on knowledge about how, for example, to farm, to mine or
build”. Therefore, knowledge forms the social capital of any community. What then is distinctive about
a knowledge society? Knowledge in traditional society has been culturally fragmented and spatially
circumscribed. Moreover, higher forms of traditional knowledge in science, medicine, agriculture, for
example had been the preserve of elite groups. But in a knowledge society, knowledge is essentially

distributed knowledge, which by extension is also shared knowledge. James J. Duderstadt (1997) states:

Today, we are evolving rapidly to a post-industrial, knowledge based society (...) It is clear that a
transition is occurring in which intellectual capital -brain power- is replacing financial and physical
capital the as key to our strength and well being. In a very real sense we are entering a new age, an Age
of Knowledge, in which the key strategic resource necessary for prosperity has become knowledge that

is educated people and their ideas.
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Imperatives of a knowledge society

There are many imperatives to be met in a knowledge society. I would like to highlight a few of them
which I think are crucial, not only to create but also to sustain a knowledge society, with reference to

the countries of the South.

An important imperative of a knowledge society is to have an ICT literate population. Hence it is
necessary to provide easy access to information and communication technology. But in the South unlike
in the North access to ICT is very much a prerogative of the few. A basic problem is that ICT technologies
are not affordable to very many people in our part of the world. UNESCO has advocated an increase in
the number of places of community access to information and communication technologies as one way
of overcoming this constraint. But the success of such a strategy will depend on the capacity of the
countries of the South to provide physical infrastructure, particularly power transmission, to peripheral

areas.

Another imperative is to have institutions that are ‘information driven’. Information driven
institutions would make use of information to the fullest extent in their decision and policy making.
Such institutions not only generate but also share information through institutional networking. But
information and data sharing is not particularly easy in developing societies. As pointed out by Dunn,
Atkins and Townsend (1997) data sharing is problematic in environments which are not ‘information
driven’ and in which bureaucracy presents particular obstacles Furthermore free flow of information is

prevented because the common goals are not shared.

In a knowledge society, knowledge has to be broad based. All segments of society including those
subject to social exclusion and marginalization have to be drawn into it. The implication is that a
knowledge society cannot be a dissociated society. A functionally literate population has to be a hallmark
of such a society. Functional literacy calls for well formulated formal and non-formal systems of
education. Life-long learning should be encouraged at all levels. It is important to take ‘soft science’ to
those with little or no formal education, through non-formal education to make it possible for them to

apply knowledge for economic and social advancement.

A general tendency particularly in the West is to define knowledge in terms of techno scientific
knowledge to the exclusion of other knowledge systems. But the inadequacy of such a definition of a
knowledge society has now been recognized. As pointed out by Klicn and Hirschheim (1996) knowledge
is not limited to what can be learned from/empirical data collection or scientific deduction alone but
includes human insight and wisdom accumulated over generations. Emphasis is now placed on the need
to synchronize spatially and culturally divergent knowledge systems with modern techno scientific
knowledge to make society truly knowledge based. Indigenous knowledge may be classified into folk
knowledge and the higher forms of traditional knowledge. Folk knowledge exists as spatially confined

invisible knowledge which has to be ‘mined’ and made use of for the betterment of mankind.

A knowledge society has to be supported by a vibrant university and tertiary education system with

a capacity to adopt innovative approaches to teaching and research. Use of ICT is important but it

288



elnm wdyciz

should be made to contribute to creative knowledge making, It is also vital for universities and higher
educational institutions to develop knowledge clusters locally and across borders through 'web portals',
collaborative development environments and virtual meetings’ etc. While initiatives are evident in this

direction in the countries of the South much remains to be done to generalize them.

UNESCO World Report on Tertiary Education (2005) recognizes the need to establish Knowledge
Society indicators as yet another imperative. As there is an overwhelming tendency to depend on
science and technology indicators to measure progress towards a knowledge society the report suggests
that the measuring effort should focus on other constituent dimensions of knowledge societies-

education, culture and communication as well.
Issues pertaining to a knowledge society

Let me now look at some issues impinging on the knowledge building project in countries of the
South. An important issue is the knowledge divide between the countries of the North and the South.
One reason for this is that the North as compared to the South is advantageously placed in relation to
information and communication technology. A UNESCO report on the theme Towards Knowledge
Societies (2007) makes the point that while the digital divide is a reality a disturbing factor is that the
knowledge divide between the most developed countries and the developing countries, particularly the
least developing countries is liable to widen. Furthermore, within societies themselves, equally
profound cleavages appear or are exacerbated. The report raises the question “how could the future

knowledge societies settle for being dissociated societies”?

There are other processes that tend to exacerbate polarization across the knowledge divide. In the
countries of the North the universities and institutes of science and technology are increasingly moving
in the direction of making knowledge an industry. The implication is the commoditization of knowledge.
The pricing of knowledge products may be to the disadvantage of many developing countries. An
inevitable consequence of this is that there is a time lag in the acquisition of new knowledge by countries
of the South. This is a process which undermines the very idea of a knowledge society that calls for
knowledge sharing. The knowledge industry in the North is supported by strong networking between
universities and institutes of science and technology on one hand and industry on the other that is not

found in countries of the South.

At the same time another process that contributes to widen the knowledge divide is the centre-
periphery system of knowledge diffusion. This means that knowledge is primarily created in the North
and then diffused to the South. As propounded by Jurgen Habermas (1981) in his work Theory of
Communicative Action this diffusion process is strengthened by the role of ‘steering media’ that is
controlled by money and power. Information based knowledge dissemination has now become the
most compelling element of the steering media. The knowledge divide between the North and South is
further sustained by an asymmetric knowledge validation process. We find that the validation process is
almost entirely with reference to the research establishment of the North. This has been facilitated by
the many international research journals that originate in the North and the rigour with which papers

for publication are assessed. There are also the international publishing houses of the North which are
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sirnilarly circumspect in bringing out publications. Obviously this is the outcome of the prevalence of
what might be called a ‘research culture’ which is often absent in the academic and research environment

of the South.
Sri Lanka initiatives for a knowledge society

Sri Lanka at present has an adult literacy rate of 98 %. This is expected to rise to 100% by 2015. A
literate person is defined as one “who can both read and write with understanding a short simple
statement on his/her everyday life”. However, this definition is deficient in terms of functional literacy.
The National Education Commission (1997) has recognized the need to provide educational
opportunities to those who have failed to enter formal education system or have dropped out. It has
also stressed the need to prepare alternative structures through non-formal education for continuing
education. There is now a coordinated effort to provide non-formal education through literacy centres,

functional literacy centres and community learning centres.

Sri Lanka is blessed with a strong primary and secondary school network. The National Policy on
Information Technology in School Education was established in 2001 with the objective of creating a
new generation of ICT empowered Sri Lankans. The Secondary Education Modernization Project
(SEMP) has been formulated to establish 1000 computer learning centres in secondary schools. Phase
II of the Project in particular benefits schools in disadvantaged areas and conflict-affected areas, by
developing infrastructure, resources, management, teachers, and teaching and learning resources of
the target schools up to an acceptable level. The Education Sector Development Programme which has
been implemented since 2006 lists the promotion of equitable access to basic and secondary education

as one of its principal objectives.

On a more general level initiatives have been taken to promote ICT by setting up the Information
and Technology Agency of Sri Lanka (ICTA). The rural tele-centre network (or Nenasala network) that
has been set up under the e-Sri Lanka project by the ICTA is a means of popularizing ICT in rural areas.
It is claimed that the ICT level in Sri Lanka has risen from around 5 % in 2004 to about 30 % at present.
While these developments are impressive there are also constraints. The Sri Lanka Development Forum
(World Bank 2007) comments:

A key aspect of building a l(nowledge economy in developing countries is the task of bridging the
digital divide: that is, providing access to information and communication technology at an affordable
price to all citizens. Sri Lanka is currently at a disadvantage with limited access to internet and very high

prices for connectivity when compared to competitors in South and Southeast Asia.

In Sri Lanka the tertiary education sector is made conspicuous by the university system and the
institutes affiliated to it. The Sri Lanka Inter University Committee on Computing (SLIUCC) functions
as the UGC Standing Committee on Information Technology. Several universities have set up
Departments of Cornputer Science or Cornputer Engineering while most universities have computer
centres in addition to Faculty based computer laboratories. Computer applications are taught in
academic programmes in many university departments. The needs of the knowledge society have led to
the creation of other institutes that provide higher education programmes such as NIBM, SLIDA, NIE,

and SLIIT. The large number of private institutions affiliated to overseas universities can be seen as a
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response to the needs of the knowledge economy. Their main concern is with leading edge disciplines
in the areas of mass communication, information technology and human resource development. They
are not equipped to serve the key science sectors. The tertiary education sector will be further diversified
in the near future with the setting up of private universities with foreign collaboration which is intended
to provide a further fillip to Sri Lanka’s transition to a knowledge society. A basic weakness in our
university system is the low priority accorded to research. We are teaching universities more than

research universities. There is a teaching bias even in Postgraduate Institutes and Graduate Faculties.

The research output of science and technology institutes is found to be less than adequate. One
reason for this is the low investment in science and technology which has only been 0.13 per cent of the
country’s GDP. The recently announced Policy for Science and Technology (2011-2016) expects to
raise this figure to 1.5 % of GDP by 2016. Its objectives include the promotion of basic and applied

sciences for national development, sustainable resource management and adaptation to climate change.
Role of the University in a Knowledge Society

I would now like to more specifically look at the role of the university in a knowledge society. In
engaging the knowledge society the universities have to transform themselves into learning organizations.
Such a transformation demands that the universities review the institutional processes on a regular basis
and create within themselves a self renewing culture. This would make the institutional arrangements
within the university- Department, Faculty, Senate and the Council and the general administration-
more dynamic instruments of university management. Such a review process is necessary as the
universities have to deal with an ever increasing number of external constituencies. The proposed
establishment of private universities is a case in point. However, the transformation process in
universities is slow and defined at times by rigid academic mindsets. But it is also due to the rigidities
imposed by the University Grants Commission. The universities need greater autonomy to be flexible

to respond to the challenges of the knowledge society.

Universities have to give high priority to research in a knowledge society. As already noted our
universities are by and large teaching universities and a research culture has been slow to develop. There
has to be more commitment to research with well formulated research agendas. The universities should
foster a research culture to facilitate a research intensive environment. Research has to be the outcome
of intensive interaction that takes place within knowledge clusters which bring together experts in a
collective enterprise. The development of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research is equally
important. University sponsored publication programmes need to be recognized as an essential and a
vital requirement of university research. Universities also have to be partners in international
collaborative research. James Duderstadt (1997) points out that in knowledge society there is “increasing
pressure to draw research topics from the world of experience, rather than from the curiosity of
scholars. Nature of knowledge is shifting from the analysis of what has been to the creation of what has

»
never been”.

Another issue of significance is that the universities in Sri Lanka have to develop strong links with
industry and institutes of science and technology. It is industry that provides the opportunity to apply
the findings of research to development needs. Links with institutes of science and technology would

be facilitative of a two way flow of ideas and information for mutual benefit. It will also be a means of
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training much needed research scientists in demand by the knowledge society. According to the National
Science Foundation the researchers per million inhabitants in Sri Lanka is around 237 where as in

developed countries the number averages 3273.

In engaging the knowledge society the Sri Lankan university should take the initiative to develop
more inclusive knowledge systems that combine modern knowledge with indigenous knowledge. In
fact the simple inventorying of indigenous knowledge undertaken as a university project would be a
significant first step in an alternative knowledge building process. This should be followed up by in
depth studies. What is important is to capture the essence of indigenous knowledge systems and input
them into the modern knowledge building project. The universities have a national responsibility in this
as multinationals have claimed a stake in accessing some aspects of indigenous knowledge in many

developing countries including our own.

It is also a matter of urgency for the universities to subscribe to a new learning culture. With few
exceptions university teaching follows the more conventional transmission method of knowledge
transfer. More creative methods particularly interactive methods capable of realizing the potential of
students are now called for. Diana Laurillard (2002) has commented on the importance of an iterative
approach to university teaching which calls for the engagement of the two processes- adaptation
(practice in relation to theory) and reflection (theory in relation to practice). There are also other
methods of teaching which could be used to lead the student in a journey of exploration and discovery.
The use of ICT in teaching is now standard practice in the universities but the need is to use new found

tools with a sense of creativity to open up new paths of learning.

A university has to be a socially responsible institution and should be demonstrative of its social
responsibility. In developed countries there arc universities that have formulated social responsibility
statements. A case in point is the University of Sunderland UK which has launched projects in the
service of the community, its city and its environment. In fact it had reached out to African villages to
help provide clean drinking water which has had a life changing effect. While admitting that the
universities in Sri Lanka are financially constrained they are in a position to provide technical, social and
behavioural expertise to agencies engaged in community based development work. There are many
opportunities in Sri Lanka for such development initiatives particularly in the post conflict situation. It
will also enable the impressionistic undergraduates a true experience of life worlds and an opportunity

to apply knowledge to practice.
Concluding remarks

I conclude my address in the fervent hope that you will make use of the talents, skills and competencies
acquired at this university to transform yourselves into knowledge workers for the social and economic
betterment of our nation. May you uphold the university motto “among all that rise knowledge is

greatest” with sensitivity and humility.

2010.12.14
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