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Buddhist Studies in Sri Lanka : 1988

Y. Kafunadasa

Postgraduate Institute of Pali and Buddhist

1. Introductory

Since Buddhism is the religion professed by the
majority of the people in Sri Lanka, it occupies an im-
portant place in the school curriculum as well as in
the university education of the country. In fact Buddh-
ist Culture and Pali, which is the source-language of
Theravada Buddhism, are two of the many optional
subjects that could be offered for the annually held
General Certificate of Education (Advanéed Level)
Examination, on the basis of which students are
selected for the national Universities in Sri Lanka.
-The monastic seats of learning, known as ,birivenas
provide for an education, based on traditional methods
of interpretation, which is specially geared to the
n’e,eds of the Buddhist monks. Among the subjects of
study are Buddhist Doctrines, Buddhist Culture, and
such classical languages as Pali, Sanskrit and Prakrit.
There are in all about 250 pirivenas situated in most
parts of the Island and some of them get State funds

for their maintenance.
2. Buddhist Studies in the Universities

There are in all nine universities in Sri Lanka, all
_maintained by State funds. Among them the following
universities provide for studies and research in
Buddhism: '

. 2. 1 University of Peradeniya

Situated in the vicinity of the historic city of
Kandy, the Peradeniya is the largest University in Sri
Lanka. Its Buddhist studies programme is handled by
the Department of Pali and Buddhist Studiesv. Pali or

Studies, University of Kelaniya

Buddhist culture can be offered either as one of the
subjects of a General Course (three years)-or as a sub-
ject of specialization (four years). Facilities for post-
graduate research leading to M. A. and Ph. D. degrees
are also provided. The University’s Department of
Philosophy which maintains a postgraduate co‘ﬁrse in
Comparative Religion and the Department of Classical
Languages, too, have certain sections of Buddhist stu-

dies represented in their syllabuses.
2. 2. University of Kelaniya

Earlier known as the Vidyalankara University, the
University of Kelaniya is situated about six miles
from Colombo on the Colombo-Kandy trunk road.
Here, too, there is a Department of Pali and Buddhist
Studies. The Depaftment offers three separate courses,
namely Pali, Buddhist Culture and Buddhist Philoso-
phy and each of these subjects could be followed
either as a subject of a General Course (three years) or
as a squect of a Special Course (four years). Kelaniya
has the largest number of undergraduates following
courses in Pali and Buddhist Studies and of them the
majority are Buddhist monks.

2. 2. 1 Postgraduate Institute of Pali and Buddhist Studies
of the University of Kelaniya ’

Established in 1975 this Institute was earlier
known as the Vidyalankara Institute of Buddhist Stu-
dies. Its present name, status and structure are all de-
rived from the Postgraduate Institute of Pali and
Buddhist Studies Ordinance, No. 8. of 1977 which
came into operation on lst January 1980. In terms of
this Ordinance the Institute functions as an organiza-
tion within the University of Kelaniya. Intended to be
developed as a centre of excellence for Buddhist Stu-

dies, the Institute’s curriculum is limited to postgradu-
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ate studies and research. The Institute has three

academic units corresponding to Buddhist Philosophy,

Buddhist Culture and Buddhist Languages and the

Head of each unit gives general direction to studies

and research in each field of study. Teaching and

academic supervision of research are done by a panel

of teachers drawn from the Universities in Sri Lanka.

Course work or research can be pursued either in

Sinhala or English and the Institute welcomes both

local and foreign students. Its programme of higher

studies and research is based on the following courses

of study and research programmes:

(a) Postgraduate Diploma (one-year taught course)

(b) Master of Arts (one-year taught course)

(c) Master of Philosophy (minimum of two years,
through course-work and research)

(d) Doctor of Philosophy (minimum of three years,
through research)

At present the courses provided by the Institute
tend to concentrate on Theravada Buddhism, with the
result that Mahayana studies remain less adequately
represented. This circumstance is not due‘to any poli-
cy matter on the Institute’s academic curricula but due
to paucity of teachers qualified in Mahayana Buddh-
ism and its source-languages such as Chinese, Tibetan
and Japanese. In order to rectify this imbalance in the
Institute’s curricula, it has decided to seek assistance
from Buddhist Universites and Institutes particularly

in the countries of East Asia.
2. 3 University of Sri Jayewardenepura

Originally known as the Vidyodaya University, it
is situated about ten miles on the Colombo-Ratnapura
trunk road. Its Department of Pali and Buddhist Stu-
dies provides for both undergraduate and postgraduate
studies in Buddhist Philosophy and Pali. Its Depart-
ment of Cultural Studies and Classical Languages,
too, has some elements of Buddhist studies ref)resend

in its syllabuses.
2. 4 University of Ruhuna »

The University of Ruhuna is situated in the south
of Sri Lanka in the provincial -city of Matara, some
hundred miles away from Colombo. Its Department of
Buddhist Studies was established only last year and it
intends to admit students for its courses from the be-

ginning of next year.

2. 5 Buddhist and Pali University of Sri Lanka

This University occupies -a unique place in the
higher educational structure of the country since its
academic curriculum is limited only to Buddhist stu-
dies and cognate disciplines. It was established in
1980 in response to an increasingly felt need to co-
ordinate and restructure the education imparfed by the
pirivenas, the traditional seats of Buddhist learning.
The University does not directly conduct any teaching
programmes. Its main function is to hold examinations
for which candidates are presented from four colleges’
affiliated to the University. Each college has its own
administrative set-up headed by a Director. The four
colleges admit only Buddhist monks who are provided
with residential facilities. Laymen, too, can appear for
University’s examinations as private candidates.
Although the University does not conduct any lectures
for taught courses such as the B. A. and M. A, it
handles all postgradute courses leading to research de-
grees such as the M. Phil and the Ph. D.

2.5. 1 The Dharmavedi Institute of Mass Communication

This Institute which is affiliated to the Buddhist
and Pali University of Sri' Lanka was established in
1986, in order to provide the Buddhist monks with a
theoretical knowledge and practical training in mass
communication, so as to make them successful com-
municators of Buddhism’s spiritual message ‘to con-
temporary society thiough the modern means of mass
communication. For this purpose the Institute con-
ducts a Diploma Course, admission for which requires
the successful completion of a degree from any recog-
nized University. The course is a wide-ranging one de-
signed -to acquaint the candidates not only with the
subtleties - and nuances of the art of mass-
communication, but also to provide them a good
grounding on the Buddhist perspectives of current in-
tellectual issues and social problems. During this year

45 students were admitted to the-course.
2. 6 The Buddhasravaka Dharmapitha

This Institute is located in the ancient capital of

"Anuradhapura in the North-Central Province of Sri

Lanka. It is'a residential Institute of Higher Education
exclusively meant for the Buddhist monks. From its
very inception in 1967, it has been maintained by
State funds. In recognition of its contribution to
Buddhist studies, it was elevated to the status of a
University in 1980. Where it differs from other Buddh-
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ist institutions is that in its teaching programmes it
follows the traditional methods of interpretation. Its
six-year undergraduate course is designed to provide
the candidates with a thorough acquaintance with the
Sutta, Vinaya and Adhidhamma together with the

attendant exegetical literature.
2. 7 Buddbist Studies in the Universities 4

During the year under review (1988) due to recur-
rent disturbances and the tensed situation in the coun-
try, except the Northern University of Jaffna and the
Eastern University of Batticaloe all the other Univer-
sities remained closed for a comparatively long period.
ln view of this situation Buddhist studies and research
in the Universities did not make any noteworthy prog-
ress. The examinations scheduled for the year 1988
could not be held and what is more new admissions to

the Universities had to be indefinitely postponed.
3. Encyclopaedia of Buddhism

The above encyclopaedia is being compiled under
the aegis of the Ministry .of Cultural Affairs of Gover-
ment of Sri Lanka. Its reference articles are prepared
by a panel of local and foreign scholars and are edited
and co-ordinated by an editorial board headed .by the
Editor-in-Chief. During the year under review (1988)
three fascicules pertaining to the Volume IV of the
Encyclopaedia were completed. They represent all re-

ference-articles beginning with D and E.
4. Buddist Publication Society

This.Society which has its headquarters in Kandy
was established in 1958 as a non-profit organization
for the purpose of “spreading throughout the world the
timeless Teachings of the Buddha.” It has two serial
publications: The Wheel and Bodhi Leaves. They are
distributed in 88 foreign countries and they enjoy a
wide readership both among Buddhists and non-
Buddhists. The publication under the Wheel series
represents a wide spectrum of Buddhist doctrines, pre-
sented and commented upon by an array of eminent
scholars both from Sri Lanka and abroad. Already
nearly 400 titles have beén»published under this

series, with four issues added each year.

5. Oriental Studies Society

Established towards the end of the last century,
the - Oriental Studies Society is a Government-
sponsored organization for the promotion of Oriental
Studies, particularly studies pertaining to Buddhism
and classical languages such as Pali, Sanskrit and
Prakrit. As a part of its programme of work, it holds
three annual examinations, the Preliminary, Intermedi-
ate and Final in Oriental Studies. Most of the candi-
dates who appear for these examinations are Buddhist
monks from the pirivenas. However, over the years the
number of candidates sitting for the examinations con-
ducted by the Oriental Studies Society has been
dwindling, this year’s number of candidates being only

twenty seven.
6. Royal Asiatic Society (Sri Lanka Branch)

Established during the British colonial times, this
Society has as its aim the institution and promotion of
“inquiries into the History, Religions, Language,
Literature, Arts, Science and Social Conditions of the
present and former peoples of the Island of Sri Lanka
and connected cultures,” It has its headquarters in
Colombo and its academic programmes include,
among other things, the publication of a journal and
the conduct of meetings and seminars on historical
and cultural studies with particular reference to Sri
Lanka. Although this Society’s academic programmes
are not confined to Buddhist Studies, they do repre-
sent a good quantum of research and studies on

Buddhist themes.
7. Periodical Publications on Buddhist Studies

There is only one English-medium journal which
is exclusively devoted to advancbd studies and re-
search on Buddhism, namely the S1i Lanka Journal of
Buddhist Studies which is published by the Buddhist
and Pali University of Sri Lanka. Its maiden issue
was published last year with contributions from
Japanese scholars as well, and its second issue - is
scheduled to be out at the beginning of next year. In
addition to this, there is published annually. the
periodical named “World Buddhism.” It is a semi-
academic jburnal, containing articles as well as news

items on Buddhism and its avowed aim is propagation
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of Buddhism and dissemination of Buddhist informa-

tion. There are four other English-medium journals de-

voted to humanities and social sciences in which

learned papers and scholarly articles on Buddhism

find a prominent place. They are:

(a) The Sri Lanka Journal of Humanities, published
by the University of Peradeniya.

(b) Kalyani: The Journal of Humanities and Social
Sciences of the University of Kelaniya.

(c) Vidyodaya Journal of Arts and Letters, Published
by the Sri Jayewardenepura University.

(d) Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Sri Lanka

Branch.

8. Conclusion

As already referred to earlier, due to the prevail-
ing situation in the country, this year’s output of pub-
lications on Buddhist themes is negligible. However,
mention must be made of the following two research
studies by Professor W. S. Karunaratne which were
published posthumously in the course of this year:

(a) The Theory of Causality in Early Buddhism.

(b) Buddhism: Its Religion and Philosophy.
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