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Assimilating the Values of
Classical Education to the Present

Prof.Ven.Thumbulle SeelakkhandaThero

‘ N J hen we talk about the classical education of Sri Lanka, it should be more appropriate for us

to consider, first and foremost, about the arrival of Mahinda Thero to the island, as a crucial

turning point. Even for a person who is keen to know about the education system prior to 3" century
BC, he could primarily acknowledge the fact that there was a good education system for the people in
the country even under the Brahman teachers like Pandula. The life stories of Prince Pandukabhaya
provide amply testimony to the fact that the Brahmin traditions of education which prevailed even in
that era, was able to generate a breed of well-disciplined citizenry of strong personalities in ancient Sri
Lanka. Therefore, this should not be forgotten either. But, whatever the case may be, I would like to
speak on the tradition of Buddhist Education in the post Mahinda period as a starting point of my

preferred theme, in order to set about a limitation to my lecture.

The classical Buddhist education in Sri Lanka is made up of identical, unjustifiable and other
educational systems and it becomes noted for a subject of review. The King Devanampiyathissa’s encounter
with the Mahinda Thero, where the latter raised “4mba Penaya” (Mango Quiz) to ascertain how the leader
of the country gained general knowledge and wisdom based on this system of education, provides a
classic example to this effect. It was indeed testament to the means of assessing of knowledge-oriented
outcomes of the general public. Also we could clearly see the speedy progress with the onset of Buddhist
religious renaissance linked with this education system undertaken by the King Devanampitahissa and
under the direction of Mahinda Thero, right after his arrival. The conspicuous feature of this system of
education was that it helped more vigorously in shaping the lives of the entire social fabric, with this

knowledge—based revolution.

The cornerstone of this revolution was the concept of “Non-Violence”. The extent of the killing
spree of the animals at that time was so ironically such that even the King of the country was engaged

in killing a deer when he accidently met with Arahant Mahinda.

Having noticed this pathetic situation, the ideal initiative he used to deter people from these cruel
actions was Dharmadeshana (Preaching of Dhamma). Also the key medium of teaching in Buddhist education

is preaching or sermon.

The preaching of Suttas such as,Chulahattipadopama, Samaciththapariyaya and from the day after
wards, Pethawaththu, Vimanawaththu, Sachchasamyutta, Devaduta and Asivisopamasuttas were preached by
Arahant Mahinda Thero. These Pirith chanting brought home the truth that the people who sought the
refuge of NobleTriple Gem (Thisarana) are the ones who are perfect in virtuous life, blended withstrong

moral discipline. In the light of this major transition, the Thero stressed the fact, in no uncertain terms,
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that the core of this education system was based on “Non-Violence”and which that help create attitudinal
change in the people, conducive to harness their lives into so creative and yet talented personalities in
the society. Thereupon, the Thero initiated the construction work of a prominent educational institute,
later becoming the world renowned portal of Buddhist education, namely “MahaVihara”in Anuradhapura
in later times. Also its status of prestige as against the present day universities and recognition were
amply reflected by the fact when Ven. Buddhagosha Thero in 5" century, sought for the help of resident

erudite monks in his endeavor to determine the accuracy of contents of Visuddhimagga.

This testifies the fact that the research methodologies and concepts which are in use today are found
to have been equally used by them in every aspect even in that period of time. The monk leadership was
strongly evident as a powerful influence in the Mahavihara- oriented education system since its very
inception. It was a heritage endowed by our history upon the monkhood. The monk through its
education system by that time was thoroughly enriched with the requisite competency in Tripitaka
Doctrine, pristine purity in perfect moral rectitude, behavioral uprightness, sobriety and other qualities.
These qualities have undoubtedly been a plus for them to be occupied in the higher echelons of the
society as Advisors. The very name as MahaViharaya was also coined by the fact that it was a beacon light

of Buddhist education guided by the presence of Maha Sangha.

The meaning what we have given to MahaViharaya today is quite different in every sense from that
of its original definition. In ancient times, it goes synonymous with a meaning “the leading portal of

higher education”.

It was all evident that the early Buddhist education system was strengthened and nurtured on a solid
religious foundation, engraved with a vision towards soundmoral and attitudinal changes, because
Buddhism never expects a four-fold community (Sivvanak Pirisa) who are only excelled by wisdom and
knowledge but is an embodiment of both. This fact is further endorsed by the term “Vijja and Charana
Dhamma” when Buddha is referred to. It is also the fact that the Arahant Mihindu Thero has endorsed, by
the introduction of Classical Buddhist Education. Because, the much one is armed with knowledge and

wisdom, the better does he strengthen himself in same good virtues and attitudes.

Ironically, the entire set up by which the quintessential essence of this education system has given
birth to, has gradually been eroded in the bleak period unfolded thereafter, with the assimilation of
ideas of Mahayana monks into Theravada Monks of MahaVihara during 161-77 BC.

Somehow or the other, new resurgence of education has seen among the Ordained and Lay, with the
re-establishment of new education institutes in the form of Piriven (School for the Monks) and in
addition with the setting up of Ashtayathana (Viyathpath Ataganaya), namely the Galathuramula, Uthurumula,
Wilgammula, Mahanethpamula, Dakunumula, Kaparamula, Senevirathmula, Vadummula etc. Therefore, it has

resulted in giving birth to a new breed of erudite monks and layrnen.

Since the end of the 16" century, this philosophy of thinking behind this universally renowned

education system which goes hand in hand with the improved moral values and spiritual purification has
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seen a gradual drawback. The ultimate result of this degeneration has mainly attributed to a swift
downfall of Sasana.In ultimate sense, this downfall was meant by the breakdown of the Bhikkhu
community as well as the overall education system. The arrival of western community to the country

also had a strong influence on this pathetic situation.

It was the time that almost every sector in the country was affected badly in Sri Lanka history. This
was facilitated by the gradual fading away of the strength and powerful influence in Maha Sangha. The
prominent figure that emerged as a beacon light to save the Bhikshu Sasana and education from this abyss
of destruction was Saranankara Sangharaja the great benefactor prelate. By that time, hardly did he find
any erudite monk competent in Pali or Sankskrit or any linguistic knowledge. He pioneered to take
steps,amidst untold difficulties, to bring the Bhikshu Ordinationback to fold, which was once disappeared
and then regained its lost dignity again with the establishment of Ordination within Malwatta and
Asgiriya temples, under the acgis of King Keerthi Sri Rajasinghe and the King of Siam. This resurgence

was seen as an overall progress in the country.

The crucial point that lies with the above explanation is that, whenever the country was in tragedy
due to the collapse of Sangha Community, it eventually manifests features of immediate downfall of
almost entire society. Therefore, perceiving this reality well, it is of paramount importance, to streamline
the present education frame work by our policy planners. There are instances that matters of this kind
receive least concern by our politicians due to petty political differences. Ultimately every plan of this
nature ends up in an utter futility.It is because that they are succumbed to alienated ethos and practices

not giving a serious thought to our Sinhala Buddhist values and aged old our cultural identity.

However, the strong influence of the Buddhist revival initiated by the Most Venerable Welivita
Sangharaja Maha Nayaka Thero has paved the way to raise a new erudite generation of monks once again.
There arose a large number of monks and the lay in the low country, who received education from the
Maha Nayaka Thero. Prominent among them were Ven. Hikkaduwe Sri Sumangala Thero a student descended
from the generation of monks of Most Ven. Walane Sri Siddhartha Nayaka Thero initiated Ratmalane
Paramadhammachethiya Pirivena, and Ven. Ratmalane Sri Dhammaloka who founded Maligakanda Vidyodaya
Pirivena and PeliyagodaVidyalankara Pirivena.

Accordingly, with the establishment of these twin-portals of Buddhist learning there arose a two
new generation of erudite monks, blended with deep Dhamma knowledge and highest degree of

virtuosity, who occupied prominent places in the society as venerated elites.

This has also created a new generation of both ordained and yet patriotic lay followers even to

challenge the then British rule.

The group of these patriotic people who brought up in the shelter of these leading educational
institutes was such that they were even bold enough to advice the ruler of the country. Due to the
prestige and recognition it gained, even the rulers of the country gave an utmost concern over the

progress of these two institutions as the key portals of local education, whilst giving them with highest
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state patronage.This situation has greatly influenced on the passing of the parliament act of Sinhala
language as state official language under the S.W.R.D.Bandaranaike, under United Peoples Front
Government. It faced a deadlock unexpectedly as majority of people in the state structure were actually
not capable of doing official duties in Sinhala. By this time, the University of Peradeniya was not in a
position to cope with this situation. In the light of this problem, on the advice of Dr. Wijayananda
Dahanayaka, then Minister of Education together with the Prime Minister, made a proposal with a view
to grant university status to the Vidyalankara Pirivena of Peliyagoda andVidyodaya Pirivena of Maligakanda,
in a move to develop Pirivena education system in the country. It was on the 1** of January 1959. The
leadership for the academic and administrative departments of these two institutions has also been
initially granted on the same Principals of respective institutions. The second objective was to set up

two national faculties of science as the backbone of national education system.

Have these foremost objectives come into a reality then, as expected, with the formation of these
institutions? Answer is flatly ‘yes’. As of today, to what extent was it a success? I'm sure, you might have
an answer. Clearly there is an issue. These universities produced a large number of local academics and
intellectuals and those academics have come out in equal proportions in numbers from the Universities
of Peradeniya and Colombo. Even though there was a change in the name of these original institutions,
it was not a problem. At times the leadership of the two universities, which became noted for its

prominent role in securing our indigenous thinking and culture has biatantly denied.

The highly subservient mentality dominated by alienated practices has come to be invaded in the

university administration to show that the Changing globai thinking is one and only determiner.

Therefore, no one was able to stop these two leading universities from being neglected as they
remained much the same as yet another two universities in the world, when considered in terms of its
original values and purposes. The community of students had no identity of their own. The leadership

of the two universities dominated by the Sangha also gradually came to a halt as same as other universities.

When considered in comparison with other universities, what is our difference in terms of our
cultural and religious values so vigorously maintained by us? Why can’t we see any need to do that in

line of this thinking?

Little did we the university authorities observe any change of perception in transformingit, according
to our Buddhist values based on non-violence, tolerance of other views and equality. Taken as a whole,
our universities, more often than not, resort to solve such problems largely on aggressive,subversiveand
intransigent course of actions. This is also indicative of a negative outcome of the globalization. Is this
the only determiner? Why don’t our universities have an own philosophy, reflective of their own
identity? Don’t these features represent by the architectural designs of buildings, syllabus or
environment? Are these Buddhist identities which prevailed originally in their glorious times of
Vidyodaya and Vidyalankara Universities available to see today? But quite contrary to our thinking, the
University of Strathclide in Glasgow, Scotland which was founded in 1796 and University of Glasgow,
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located separately in the same block of land have still sustained and preserved their dignity of glorious

past.

The University of Strathclide, which plays a prominent role in preparing their students to suit the
needs of the ever-growing labour market, an original requirement that arose in the aftermath of
technical revolution, still remain unchanged its identity in overall programs of studies, without being

spoilt its original cultural values.

Also on the other hand, the University of Glasgow has fine-tuned all their overall programs of
studies which goes hand in hand in preserving ancient cultural values of Scotland. Do the essence of
MahaVihara oriented our education system with a history more than the above,incorporate these values

in our present education system? It is a matter left to be investigated.

May the blessings of the Noble Triple Gem with you all!

2018.10.06
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