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'Vijja Uppatatan Settha'
Knowledge 1s the Greatest of all Valuable

Things that Arise in the World
Dr. Ananda Gunasinghe

irst of all let me thank the Vice Chancellor and the authorities of Sri Jayewardenepura University

for inviting me to deliver the convocation address to the external graduates who are passing out
today. I happen to be the first student of the Vidyodaya University-which I consider to be a great good
fortune in my life. It is equally fortunate that I am asked to deliver this address. It is fitting that I should
say something today about the motto of the Vidyodaya University, which is now the Sri Jayewardenepura
University. The broad meaning of this motto, Vijja Uppatatin Settha is that knowledge is the greatest of
all valuable things that arise in the world. Other philosophers of education in Asia proclaimed Vidya
DadatiVinayam (knowledge confers discipline) as the core concept of their educational thought, and that
is a clear endorsement of this Buddhist educational concept. In brief, what I propose to say about this
common concept is that Vijja or knowledge as well as Vinaya or discipline should occupy a central place
in the ideals of university education, which applies equally to all students of the university; external as

well as internal.

The university is the highest educational body of a country. A talented group of students from all
parts of the island have been fortunate enough to be selected to pursue higher education as internal
students of the university. Another set of students, who have lost that opportunity either due to lack of
economic or educational resources or due to any other reason, pursue the path of higher education as
external students of the university. It is this community of students, internal and external, that will be
called upon to face the challenge of finding solutions to the many problems of the country; be they
social, economic, political or whatever and to be the human resource with competence to shoulder the
heavy responsibility of leadership in various fields of life in the country. The ideal of university education
should be to give these stewards of the future a training that is not limited to the acquisition of factual
knowledge, but includes that inward or spiritual dimension which confers character, undoubtedly a
purpose of education, the supreme intention of which is to produce a generation of disciplined human

beings.

One significant thing strikes us when we look at today’s university education and the purposes to
which it is devoted. That is that those purposes are primarily structured so as to provide space for
students to develop knowledge, attitude and competence through the study of various fields of science,
technology, communication and management etc., based on modern, scientific principles. It is
undeniable that the modern world, which is making rapid progress in science and technology, needs
persons who are equipped with such knowledge. But it is important that we sincerely examine whether
this knowledge and the attitudes and skills it generates also concurrently bestow on them : that inward

and spiritual discipline that we think is so desirable.
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[ must say that I feel that the quality of discipline, which is a hallmark of learning, has undergone
erosion to a certain extent in university education in our country. This is the common perception in
society. If planting the seed of discipline in students is not a very special purpose of university education,
it is doubtful if that education is complete in all respects. If so what has to be done is to direct the
student community towards an educational pattern in which learning and discipline go hand in hand.
Of course this will be a difficult task. Nevertheless, I firmly believe that it is the responsibility of the
university to discover the causes that have gone into the erosion of discipline from university education.
It is from there that the remedial process must originate. When we speak about remedial action, our
attention naturally turns to the educational system of the East, which is based on a harmonious blend

of learning and discipline.

From ancient times the educational system of our country was patterned on the lines of the
traditional Asian system. I firmly believe that the traditional educational system can be a light of
incomparable value as we search for ways and means to upgrade education in the modern university in
terms of both quality and quantity. [ say this not simply because I have imbibed a certain discipline from
the Asian system of education of which I happen to be a product. Rather it is because I sincerely feel that
it is a system that reveals the most constructive aspects of a universal ideal of education, unfettered by
limits of time and place. That is why I firmly believe that if the educational aims of the modern university
are informed by the constructive features of the Asian educational philosophy, it will be of immense

help in the effort to restore to our system the missing dimension of discipline and other such values.

The most fundamental feature of Asian education is the indissoluble bond between learning and
discipline. The idea that learning alone will bring worth and respect to a person is one that the Asian
philosophy of education has firmly rejected. It was their conviction that learning and discipline are two
aspects of education that must consistently remain linked together. The test of learning was discipline,
and behaviour that was consonant with it. It was the Buddha who most emphatically gave expression to
this belief. In the Dhammapada, he says that the man who has mastered the words of Dhamma but does
not live according to them is like a cow herd who guards another man’s cattle. What this tells us is that
what is merely confined to knowledge is not true learning. The practical ingredient of discipline is

indispensable.

Before we consider how learning and discipline would take place simultaneously, we have to ask
ourselves “What is learning?” The Buddhist literature mentions four methodologies of Learning:
Listening (sunati), reflection (cinteti), questioning (pucchati) and documentation (likhati). These are
principles that Eastern educational traditions developed for the purpose of acquiring erudition. Within
the limits of one’s innate abilities, one may become a learned person by the application of these
principles. However, his learning, unless it is nurtured by virtue, could prove to be self-centred and
devoid of exalted human qualities such as compassion and kindness. It is inconceivable that a learned
man bereft of those great human qualities could contribute to the progress of society. The fact that some
people who are conventionally regarded as educated have become perpetrators of various anti-social
and immoral aberrations of conduct is because their education has not been nourished by the human
qualities of mercy, kindness and commitment to the welfare of others; all of which are associated with
discipline. This becomes obvious to anybody who sees the disasters that have bedeviled humankind

because of learned persons who are devoid of discipline. Therefore, if one wants to become an educated
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people who is of service to society, his education should indeed be fortified with restraint of word, deed

and thought and qualities like compassion and kindness that flow out of inward or spiritual discipline.

So, we have to find out what is spiritual discipline, and how does it become integrated with the
process of education. Spiritual discipline means the ability to guide and control the powerful emotions
and passions lying in the human mind. It is a distinct condition that naturally arises in a human being in
the course of right education. It is propelled by the mind’s own potentialities and is not the result of any
fortuitous outside influences or compulsions. It is the position held by the Asian educational tradition
that discipline in this sense arises spontaneously in the course of right education, hence the assertion in

the famous didactic work Hitopadesa: “Learning begets discipline” (vidya dadati vinayam).

The popular Sanskrit didactic work Pratyasataka enumerates ten qualities of character that should
be found in a learned person of discipline instilled by inward restraint: lack of hatred, healthiness,
control of the senses, mercy, forbearance, ability to win the hearts of people, lack of greed, generosity,
fearlessness and freedom from sorrow. (akrodhamarogya-Jitendriyartvam/daya ksama sarva janapriyatvam/

nirlobhi data bhayasokamuktir / jnanaprabheda dashalaksanani)

When one reflects on these exalted qualities of character, one is reminded of a charming Sanskrit
verse which was always on the lips of the late Venerable Pandit Welivitiye Soarata Nayaka Thero, founder
Vice Chancellor of the Vidyodaya University: “udaracaritanam tu/vasudhaiva kutupnbakam" which means
that to those of high character the entire world is one’s family. Ven. Sorata was in every sense an

embodiment of all the noble qualities mentioned above.

The learned person who is thus disciplined by virtuous qualities of mind promotes the welfare of
mankind, not its detriment. He will not take up arms against other human beings, (nihitadando
nihitasttho). Such a learned man, according to our classics, is honoured everywhere in the world (vidvan

sarvatra pujyate).

I doubt whether modern universities that emulate their western counterparts, which are
predominantly interested in external progress, can provide such a harmonious educational system in
which learning and discipline are equally promoted. However the Asian educational system is part of
our heritage. If we strive to revive the ideals of that system; it should be possible for us to develop a
meaningful and successful model of university education to the benefit of not only our student

community but also to mankind in general.

Sri Jayewardenepura University is ideally placed to do such a task. As we know, it started out as the
Vidyodaya University. Its parent institution was the Vidyodaya Pirivena, well known as a center of Asian
education. The motto of Sri Jayewardenepura University is an indication that at its inception it had the
same vision of education as the classical Asian vision. Hence it is perfectly clear that this university is
ideally suited to produce a generation of educated human beings equipped in equal measure with

learning and discipline. It is my fervent hope to see this being realized.

I Congratulate the new graduates of the university and wish them a bright and prosperous future.

2008.12.22
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