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The Intellectual Enterprise In Sri Lanka- 
G. C. Mendis ' Memorial Lecture 

HOWARD WRIGGINS 

It is a great honour for me t o  have been asked t o  deliver the 
G. C. Mendis Memorial Lecture this year. I t  is also a great pleasure. 
When I was here before, working on my Dilemmas of a New Nation, as my 
nlanuscript was nearing colnpletion in first draft, I went to  him for advice. 
He read my paper with sympathy and interest; he made some excel!ent 
criticisms. This occasion, therefore, gives me an opportunity to  thank 
him publicly for his very personal assiatance that I have not furgotten- 
over some 23 years that have passed. 

T o  honour him today, I thought i t  might be interesting to discuss 
aspects of the intellectual enterprise in Sri Lanka, t o  which he contribu- 
ted so much in his time. 

As you must have imagiired, I take the intellectual enterprise 
seriously. I understand its urge to  be the search for truth, a high calling. 
I believe there are a nunlber of different dinlensions and forms of what 
we call truth, A religious truth helps us t o  understand our conrlection 
to  the world beyond human existence. We can - and do - have convic- 
tions about our origins, uur \links, however obscure, t o  our predecessors, 
or to  whatever comes next when our hearts stup beating. 

These are the issues of truth that  preoccupy the thevlogians and 
religious philosophers. Theirs is speculative and ifituitive knowledge, 
and mankind has for years devuted huge energies - and still does - to  
unravelliilg the ultimate mysteries of our existence, our life's or our death's 
purposes. 1 respect this search for religious or moral truth. But today, 
I have a more modest, far less grand intellectual enterprise in mind. I am 
corlcerned with what James Conant called secular learning. 

The i~itellectual enterprise ill Sri Lanka I will discuss today, in m y  
view, is not all that differetlt from similarly serious intellectual etldeavuurs 
in a c o u ~ ~ t r y  like the Uriitrd States. We all seek a better comprehension of 
society's origins, what changea our forefathers experienced, and what the 
future portends for us. 



You, too, are seeking the ties that  link your todays t o  your 
yesterdays. And like us, ylsu seek t o  discern through the  shadow of the 
future that lies beyond the horizon, something of our destiny in the 
torxorrows ahead. Here in Sri Lanka, as iii my country, astronomers 
probe the ever-expanding u~liverse. Similarly, we all are seeking better 
ways t o  appreciate the different cultures which together make up the 
humall family. We, also, are speculating about just how much more 
bsautiful ia small. And we, too, are asking questions about the purposes 
of our earthly endeavours. thc goals and justifications of our effort. 

Buth our peoples are seeking more productive economies, where each 
person's effort will product: Illore of what evergrowing numbers of n x n  
and women feel they need, GI what they can sell in ordrr to buy what 
cat~not be made at h0rr.e. Like us, you are interested iu a more equitable 
society, where basic hutnan n~edb,  are lnet inore fully a i d  arc more eve~lly 
satisfied. Both societies are seeking to shape institutions which will 
provide that preferred and workable balance between individual freedoms 
arid a tolerable public order. We both grope for ways t o  combine the 
energies often tvoked by private e~ldeavour with the benefits that come 
only if these e~ldeavuurs are set within a matrix of public goals and widely 
accepted rlotiolls of the public gvod. 

We all agree that sufficier~t food - rice or bread - is necessary for a 
worthwhile life. The intellectual enterprise if properly conducted, is 
indisperlsable t o  helping us extract more rice, and whatever else we need 
t o  live, from the lauds our peoples till and the  work of their hands in 
factories and offices, ' But rice alone is not  tht: end and purpose of our 
activities. 

Without the i~ltellec.tua1 enterprise, the life of rmtions stultifies, its 
sense of direction is lost ; the savour of itu life turns flat. If the society 
fuinctioris with order and pruductivaly bu t  has little intellectual life, ir 
can be the life of the ant, And ,wlzere there is no  vision, grave errors 
call be made, ever1 if the people may r ~ o t  perish. 

As I see it, the Intellectual is n o r e  than a critic, standing on the 
sidelines watching tht: game, scoring the players' performance like some 
wireless announcer. Often there are self--proclaimed wise ones who take 
this superior stance. These are the irresponsibles. In my view, serious 
intellectuals should be involved in the  national enterprise in 
some fashion. He. need not be a political partisan to  be engaged, but  
there are ways in which he can constructively patdcipare. He finds his 
bast: in many places in our societies. ' He may be that almost defunct 
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species, the independent mall of letters. Sri Lanka has had them in the 
past. Murc typically, he niay be a scientist, pure or applied; or the highly 
~ducated administrator who is a t  the elbow of a senior Minister, Prime 
Minister or President, where the hardest choices amongst ends and means 
must be made. He may be a judge, or a Member of Parliament or 
Minister. Most typically, however, he fir~ds his home itr a college or 
university, usually ill the tezchi~zg profession. It is of this illtellectual 
enterprise I shall mainly speak this evening. 

As Ed Shils,' that trans - Atlatitic sociologist, reminds us, the 
intellectual performs a number of roles. 

He is the custodian of what is already known iu his field sf speciali- 
zation, what truths have been cordirmed by discipli~red study. His field 
of specialization is not called a '6discipline" by accident or merely by 
courtesy. A methudology has developed for grappling with the special 
uncertainties and problems of pursuing truth in his field. Each discipline- 
and increasingly sub-discipline or more particularistic speciaiizatioll - has 
its own rnethod for confirmjsig prupositions - or truths - insofar as men 
can know them. 

The university teacher also is the giwrr of that knowledge to  the 
conling generl;tiotl. There is little use, apart from one's owri personal 
delectation, in lcnowing a field of study without taking i t  seriously enough 
t o  impart it to  others. But to  impart knowledge t o  the comirig genera- 
tion is not all that easy. ,Who cannut tell the difference between the 
skilled, experienced teacher, 2nd the orie stuffed with , new - learned 
knowledge, but cannot teach it? Alternatively, he may impart 
specia.lized knowledge or wizdom kno'wledge t o  a wider audience - as a 
publicist, a writer or discourser t o  the public, like Walter Lippmann or 
Edmund LVilson. The intellectual as teacher may court popularity by 
Ioweril-ig his own  staridards or by not asking as much of his students as 
they are able t o  achieve when they are pressed hard t o  do their best. 
The intellectual as publicist inay corrupt his lenrnitrg by sloppy populari- 
zation, by rnisleadhg but plausible analogies or by catering t o  popular 
myths or politically convenient misrepresentations that meet contempor- 
ary political fashions. Imparting krlowledge is a high responsibility, and 
is a:: inlyortant as being its custodian. 

The responsible intellectual lnay also be an investigator. He is 
seek;ng more reliable propositiorls on  questions already asked in his 
special fie!d of concentratiot~. Perhaps, however, he is bolder than that, 

E. Shils, (1976) "The Academic Ethos" , Anlrrican Scholar, Vol. 47, (t. 2.) 
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attempting t o  break new ground. He may be pursuing elusive truths in 
hitherto uncharted territory. To do this - it is never easy - he needs t o  
take the search for better truths very seriously. He must-be dedicated t o  
that task. He must keep nagging at hiinself - and in the process arlnoy 
his wife and co'ileague~ - by his dissatisfaction with known truths. 
We must ask questiarls. He must be restless with the ideas that are given. 

To pursue the art of investigation, he must be disciplined and 
methodical. There are cvuntless stories in the laboratory sciences of 
so--called discoveries by what are often loosely termed &&accidents." But 
look carefully at each example, and we will see that the &laccident" was 
wiihin a very narrow range. It was accidental only in the sense that 
something occurred which had not been expected. Months of careful 
disciplined observiri-ion preceded that event; variables were meticulously 
identified, reiationships among them recorded. Arid traiiled, alert and 
questioning specia1is.i.s were carefully, patiently, even ploddingly pouring 
over their desks, or their workberiches, or their agricultural experiment 
plats. Otherwise, the accident when it occurred would not have been 
iloticed; its possible sigliificance not appraised; the creative, next follow-on 
question wvuId never have beer1 asked. 

The Double Helix by James D. Watson recounts in vivid detail the 
urgent search for an explanation of DNA, that mysterious element of our 
genes, that tiny fragrr~ent of a cell which carries all our physical inheritance 
from one generation to  the next. The book dramatizes the interplay 
between empiricai observation, incredibly specialized knowledge, and the 
casting up and testing of hypoihesej: as brilliant rnen and women competed 
againjt each other for the Nubel Prize. Sudder~ly, the pieces fitted together 
in a hypothetical explanation that seemed t o  provide an answer to  the 
questions they were asking. And then, the ingen'ous, creative flash occurred 
that devised a method by which the inspired hypothesis could be tested. 

In the tluil -laboratory dkciplines, too, ,there is a similar process, 
although the events are rarely as dramatic. The questions are asked; the 
e~r~pirical materials are laboriously, pai~lfully gathered; they cumulate often 
in disorder. Hypothebes are refined; the data by themselves do not provide 
a~xwers to  queitioifi nor test hypothrses. Creative insight is required to 
formulate persuasive erupirical tests. 

If I may be autobiograph'cal for a moment. In writing my book on 
Ceylon many years ago, the whole seemed a sea of confusion; I had much 
srecific data from much reading snd many, many conversations. I then 
came down with paratyphoid fever, and was 1a:d up for nearly two months. 
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My dear wife provided me with kits and materials and I felt my strength 
gradually return as I tinkered with model airplaues.. . far from the subject 
matter of my major study. As I gathered strength in a quiet cottage in 
Nuwara Eliya, in a nlysterious way, the shape of the finished product 
materialized in my mind. The outline of the book that gradually rose through 
the mists of my own uncertaillty became more and more solid, and that 
became the arrnature for the whole study. How did it emerge? At what 
point as I toyed with balsa, glue and tiny diesel motors did the ut~consdous 
nlilld that bring5 its secret order to our lives define a debign and float it to 
the surface for me to grasp? But had I not concentrated all my strength 
on grappling with that fascinating problem for over a year already, the 
framework never would have emerged. Had I not been alert, watchful, 
ready to grasp those inspired moments, thehints and suggested design 
would not have been noticed. 

I use words like "grapple," "strive," adall my strength," because these 
affairs are not accomplished ((at leisure," so to speak, when one is at ease. 
There is, however, a curious element in all this I have never understood. 
I also used thc word ((toyed with." Somewhere in the pro~css there must be 
some lighthearted playing with ideas. The crazy hypothesis rllust be toyed 
with, there just might be sotll~thitlg ill it. There is effort ill the proccss, but 
there is also fun. ';Try it on for size" is an image we sometimes use in group 
discussions among serious scholars - a note of irresponsibility creeps into 
the argurncnq one is rzot putting forward an idea a5 a serious proposal; olle's 
professional reputation is not a t  srake. There is no more seriouentss abuut 
that than there is in going into a store and trying on a jacket or a coat, 
"trying 011 fer size." So there is a serious, hard slog about the intellectual 
enterprise. But there is also a need for lighthearted toying with alternative 
answers to a difficult problem. 

There is a fourth role of the intellectual these days, one which has 
tricky irriplications and special responsibilities. He may beiotne an ~dvisor to 
governments or to comnlunity leaders. Once upon a time, universities wcre 
thought to be largely places for custodians, nlaitlly of religious truths, and 
for teachers. But in recent decades in my country, particularly, intellectuals 
have been drawn into advisory roles. Experience duritig the Great Depression 
suggested that iti our universities there was a store of unused taltnts which 
if applied to contemporary probletrrs, might help the cornnlunity cope with 
what seemed then to be grave difficulties. This trend was further accentuated 
dvrirlg World War 11. The intellectuals may bsi~lg fresh ideas to bear op 
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old, all-too-familiar problems. They may imsgine optiorls which more 
hard-pressed or earth-bound bureaucrats could not imagi~le, or would tior 
be caught dead suggestilig becausr. they would be thought irrcsponsible-the 
worst sir1 of the bareauctatic professiou. 

Though it may often be rewarding to  the bureaucrat wise cliough t o  
tap ilitellectuxl resources that nuy be avaibable, and to  the intellectual 
involved, there are also liabilities to  the i~ltellectual who is drawn iiito an 
advisory role. 

The intellectual tnust be wary thzt his reputation for special 
knowledge or for apolitical objectivity is not being misuscd by those in 
power to  give legitirna~y t o  a11 otherwise dubious policy solution. He 
hinibelf must be careful not to  niisuse his preferred access to the corridors 
of power by promoting sulutiuns that he personally prefers for reasons that 
have nothing to  do with tht: specid1 lmowledge which gave him that entry 
to  influence. 

lvloreover, t o  be frank, the bureaucrat will aften find the intellectma1 
not n l u ~ h  help. Unless they havc had opportut~ities t o  gain experie~r~e, t o  
know the coritingent, nlessy ~haracter of typkal answcr-rs t o  "real world)' 
problellis, ilitellectuals can be very unrealistic. Used t o  conter?dSl~g on 
theoretical qu.stions, where logic and the symmetry of intellectual Q ,t r uctures 
are important, they lriay be unable to function in the co~itirrgent .tvorld of 
political or bureauiratic give and valce mid ha.lf 1,waveq a vrorld where the 
perfkct call be the enemy of the good. In rnx& instances, the dctailed 
knowledge necessary for applied soluti.ons is nor avoila-ble in inteliectual 
circles, sir~ce universities uay have been worlr;ixig on qui:ie other - and . 

perhaps 1:qually impoctal~t - problems. A laore deliberate scholarly pace 
or a co~ilrnitrllent to thoroughness may be totally inappropriate to the 
urgericies of public affairs. 

Fint-llly, bureaucratic matlagem:nr is  complex, a i d  requires a detailed 
knowledgt: of elaborate structures and esoteric rules and cunventious. An 
acade~liic advisor  ill not. underdtand them, or will take too long to  see 
their irnporta~ice. 

These four diffsrent aspccrs of the intellectual enterprise - custod!al, 
giving, investigatin? and advising - are important for a variet.~ of reasons. 
The past must be kn2wn to eh: pre3en.s; the young must be clram into a 
perception d their pa,t. But they  nus st also have t h i r  ~trlrnds trained, their 
analytical powers sharpaed. In our fueu~e years, when there will be twice 
qs nlany of us in a suci.e thirty -five years, we will e>:peri,:r~ce more rzpid 
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changes than in our paht. Past solutio~ls will not be good enough for the 
future. They nus t  have intellectual curiosity and be of inquiring mind. Our 
children must be more ready than we to  tackle urlpreccdented probleins in 
unptecedented ways. For that their mirids need to  be trained. Me11 and 
wonLen must be lured, invited, encouraged, indeed led forward t o  the life 
of creative intellectual activity. 

If I may be permitted an observation, in Sri Latlka as in many 
countries, large numbers of people and institutioi~s depend upon bureau- 
cracies and politicians t o  chart our course and t o  define our answers in a 
remarkable range of fields, as if they were the fountainheads of wisdom. 
However, as a tenlpotary full-time bureaucrat, I can affirm that there are 
real limits t o  bureaucratic wisdom. Each of us has t o  work within the area 
laid down for our own bureaucratic unit. There are institutional limits t o  
what we call perceive, t o  the questions we can raise, t o  the solutions we can 
consider. Moreover, there is bureaucratic turf to  be defeiided; our career 
interests can be seen t o  be favoured or harmed by one solut io~~more  than by 
another. As bureaucrats, we are neither infallible nor entirely disintetested. 

Nor can it fairly be said that elected politicians are bound t o  be right. 
They have electoral inlperativcs bearing heavily upon them. Thebe do not  
require the assertion of truths, but the evocation of what seems plausible. 
Politicians and parties are no Inore likely t o  be right in ,every case than 
bureaucrats, Political contests require the simplification of issues into 
slogat~s, and superficial ideological . formulations which can as easily 
mislead as they car1 inspire. 

Moreover, both bureaucracies and politicians have a foreshortelled 
time horizon. Have they the detachmerit from the urgencies of today to  
press the case for answers that will be germane, even critical, five t o  ten 
years from now? At  the same time, of course, policy must be set if the long 
run is to  be reached at all. 

That is why I argue the old fashioned, but  tlevertheless sound point, 
that it.is better t o  have a variety of sources of insight that1 leave it  all t o  
politiciatla or bureaucrats. 

011 the other hand, my reading of recent South Asian history 
suggests that in a number of countries, the expression of criticism, or everl 
divergent, alternative views on public issues can woke armoyance, anger 
and even government reprisals. I believe there are two main reasons for 
this. In the first place, in nlonarchical feudal rcgimes befoxe the Europeans 
came, and in the colo~lial regimes that followed thern, and even, dare it be 
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said, in some successor yovernrlients after ~ n d e ~ e ~ ~ d e a c e ,  t o  differ publicly 
with the ruler typically was seen as lese majeste, if rlut appruachiilg treason. 
Elected ruler&, for the rilost part, are typically unsure of themselves. Some 
believe they do have the only answers and are itisulted by the ppresumptuous- 
ness of any critic. Some others are really aware of how shadowy is our 
knowledge, and they are made mure edgy by that awareness. In either case, 
when an individual is hard-prcssed by anxiety or  by hcavy day-to-day 
responsibilities that he is doing his best t o  shoulder, he is likely to lack that 
hurnan resilience t o  absorb ullsolicited criticism, even if well-meant. And 
of course, some criti~ism, of political leaders, of policies and even 
govcrrlmeilt institutions have been freighted with ill-intent and destructive 
purpose, often based on one-way ideologies that leave no  room for diversity 
or political change once their believers get their way. 

Precisely because the problems of changing formerly coloi~ial 
countries into more productive and equitable societies is a complicated 
matter, I believe it is better to  have a variety of sources of insight aud policy 

advice. Quasi-independent centres uf intellectual activity are desirable, 

indeed necesszry, if huge, costly arid son~etimes irretrkvable errors are t o  be 

avoided. 

Shifting our focus from the rnultiple roles and possible public, 
shorterun utility of the intellectual enterprise in general, what can be said 
about the state of i~ztellectual activity in Sri Lanka toward the end of the 
1970s? It would be presumptuous of irie t o  clzim t o .  know the ar~swer.to 
that question. During this stq,y here, I have not had the opportunity t o  mix 
and mingle with your scholars as I would have 'liked; nor can I claim 
familiarity with the full range of Lankarl scholarship since I read neither 
Sinhalese nor Tamil and an) limited to  the sphere of the social sciences. But 
I will venture an iinpression which I hope you will accept for what it is - an 
impression from reading and from talk. I must own to  some disappointnlent 
by what I have seen arid what people have told me about intellectual 
activity in contemporary Sri Lanka. I may be misreadills the signs, but let 
me try a few observatiolis. 

The utliversity community, while it has greatly expanded, has become 

more cautious. Duri~ly the last ten years or so, there seems t o  me to  have 

been fewer scholars ready t o  criticize governrlletit performarlee than used t o  

be the case earlier. Even if the basic assumptions of policy are accepted, 

there are fewer efforts to  suggest constructive altertiatives to,,specific policies 
thsin was the case twenty years ago, 
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Some excellellc books and articles have been written during the last ten 
years, to  be sure. But alas, too many are the result of Szi Lankan scholars 
who have gone abroad, and all too few have been brought t o  fruition here 
at home. Two excellent vulumes of the History of Ceylon have long since 
been comp7ete$ and published. But where is the middlevolume we have all 
been eagerly waiting for over ten years? Translations of usdul works into 
Sinhalese have becn proposed, even promised, but  the labour is never even 
bcgu~i. What are the deterrents to  serious scholarship? I an1 told there are 
llunlrrous reason:, for this. Many of your most talented faculty are greatly 
overburdelied by bureducraciz routines. Isit really necessary for your finest 
scholars to  have to  devote as much tinie as they d o  to  designing examina- 
tiotls? O r  for lllarlci~ig exa~nilmtions w h i ~ h  strve only t o  scatter the 
candidates 011 a vel tiLal scale but which provide little incentive t o  imaginative 
reasoning or creatlve thought on the parr of those who are tested? From 
my ow11 observation I wou!d argue that competitive political ga~nesinanship 
has, at times, distracted certain professors from their higher priority tasks. 
But to  be fair, the te~nptatio~ls and distractions brought to  tht: canlpuscs by 
outside political forces sharc respurlsibility for this in~p~diment t o  serious 
work 011 the canipus. 

Creative il~tehlectual endeavor is ~iemandirtg. It requires marly specific 
decisions of , methodology, research strategy, empirical data collecting. 
Where empirical data gathering is necessary, it requires time in the  field for 
iriterviewiilg or observing; rnodesr travel funds are necessary. Oftefi ideas 
must be tested amongst critical but  interested peers, worlcshops can araw 
tpgether knowledgeable colleagues, And in the cud, there must be foreseeable 
opportunit:es to  pgbliah, so that others can know of one's work. Equally 
important, publication is a pre-condition for that other element of acreative 

' intellectual enterprise - the critical review of one's work by equally 
qualified, aud perhaps more knowledgeable, peers, 

Eut none of this eliviror~mer~t for creative scholarship is there 
ready made. It must be developed, er~couraged, nurtured. 

And for this the university environment malces a critical difference. 
Is there now modest support for such activities? Do scholars have such 
opportunities regardless of their political party affiliations, their family 
connect io~~s  or their corl~inunity of orig:n? Are there institutional 
devices t o  help identify younger, promising scho!ars and direct resources 
their way regardless ol: where they come from in society? Or does one 
still depend on such programs as Fulbright, British Cour~cil or other 
foreign fellowships? They are excelleilt, but  are they enough? 
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None oi this is easy, particularly when other developmetlt efforts 
for illvestmet~t are L O  costly - and obviously urgent, arld resources in the 
education budget are so limited. But I sometimes wonder whether it  
wouldn't be a better ecuzioxny if inore funds were allocated to  inducing 
present faculties t o  turn  theif tlained minds t o  contemporary policy 
problem2 while deFending somewhat less on  costly specialists imported 
from abroad for too brier' consuhancies. One cannot d o  without a 
number of foreign advisors during thio period of urgent development. 
But are they ull ilecec,ary? So many obvious local problems cry out  
for systematic empirical ob~ervation, analysis and recomtne~idation which 
require study by scbo!ar~ who know the local situation and culture in 
depth. And so many Sri Lankail gtzduates want t o  use their training t o  
some good purpose ! -. 

A fascinating model s tudy is rlow underway t o  determine which 
factors cos~tribute t o  succeesfu3 settlement in such places as Minneriya or 
Gal Oya, so that the new set.~lements can avoid errors of the past. But t o  
f i t~d  out, one callnot sit in of'ices or  stud-ies and speculate. One must 
get into the field and talk t o  the settlers themselves. Why do irrigation 
engineers and farmers so rarely see eye to eye on  how t o  co~lduct and 
manage water on the fields, wheae the farmers labour? What happens t o  
traditional fami.ly life as women go t o  work in factories and offices, or 
receive a level of education their mothers never dreamt of? And was 

I 
cltraditi.oiial family life" as lovely for all otller nlembers of the family as 
it  was for father? Why have Sri Laillcans rushed t o  the cities far less 
than their counterparts elsewhere in South Asia, and how can the coun. 
tryside retain its attraction even as job opportunities in the towns and 
cities expand over the next ten years? Could some serious interviews 
with workers, mana.gers arid users of the CTB help us understand the 
problerns of that essential but  embattled service? 

All these and Inany other questions require empirical' field research. 

Serious exploration of this kind has its democ~atic imperative. To really 
know, one n-lust pay sdficieiit respect to  the opinions and experience of 

real live individual' Sri Lanlra, small., ordinary people, where they. are, iu 

their fields arnd in their homes. On their readiness t o  join the national 

effort, all else depends. Gencraliza.tions drawn up  in government offices 

or from M. P. samplings, or grouped by such dubious concepts as aclasses" 

or even "linguistic groupings" arc far 1.ess valid than conclusions drawn 
from ri~eticulous field work interviews. This is not  easy; it  cannot be 

done casually; it requires meticulous attention t o  detail and follow 
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through- all virtues that are sonletin~es difficult t o  sustain, when the 
weather is hot, tield travel is often difficult if not  costly, and where 
the people in authority who 'ask the questions may not use sufficient 
foresight so that the explorations call procecd in a timely, orderly way. 

Resources are necessary, too. I take it there is an increasing use of 
contract arrangements betweell government ageilcies and members of the 
schularly community. Is there 11ot a ~ ~ o t h e r  possible source of support for 
such activity? Might not some of the wealthy families that still appear t o  
have subatarltial fuilds available combine a portioil of their resources into 
a scholarly foundation, like the Guggealheirn or a Volkswagen foundation, 
though on a smaller scale? The families concerzltd could make a real 
cotltributioil if ways could be found t o  stalce creative younger scholars 
who want t o  tackle issues o public concern, regardless of their community 
of origin or their family cof~lections. 

It is a matter of regret, which I know is shared by many officials and 
scholars, that so many talented Sri Lar~ka have migrated overseas. It is 
wrong to  assume it is simply the higher salaries that have lured them away 
from their homelnlld. This is only part of it. But b y  no means all, as 
has been demo~lstrated by a careful empirical study on the brairi drain 
conducted by Bill Glazer at Columbia U~iiversity. Could it be that the 
lack of intellectuiil stimulatio~l in certain academic departn~er~ts was simply 
stifling? In how many departments has it been the case that ancient 
chairmen, vvho held their posts for so long, really nurtured and inspired 
serious scholarship rather than discouraged'Yt in courltiess subtle &d not- 
so-subtle ways? Could it eve11 be that in certain periods, the officials in 
the Ministry of Educatior.1 have beer1 highly arbitrary, sometimes acting as 
if university faculties wkre not more than interchangeable part$, to  be. 
shoved here and there in the way that clerks are sometimes treated? 

Another requisite for sustairled. creative scholarship one, might call 

protection or, better perhaps, autonomy. Who will protect the indepen- 

dent scholar from political repribal it his observations do riot fit the current 

cuntemporary fashion? , . 

I remember with gratitude the staunch role played by the Resident of , 
Vassar College where I was teachirig before we came Exre in 1955. Sarah 
Blatlding was herself 110 scholar, but she understood the importance of 

defending her faculty from the kind of political pressures brought to  bear 

upon our uiiiversities duting the McCarthy period. She firmly stood 
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between local political busybodies and her faculty. No amount of public 
irltluendo or threat intimidated her. And I have always thought her a 
splendid example of what a univ~rsity president may sonletilizes be called 
up011 t o  do. 

But to  welcome, to  encourage the expression of diverse views is not 
only the respo~lsibility of the immediate university prmidtnt or vice- 
chancellor. It is sorncthillg that the wider society nceds also t o  encourtige. 
It is oken said that the powers that be welcotnc criticism. Only if criticism 
is encouraged, it is said, can bureaucrats be kept up- t o  scratch and Mir~isters 
deterred from the teriiptation t o  misuse their positions. Orlly then will 
urgent policies decided at Cabinet le.ve1 assuredly be inipleinentrd at the nerve 
elldings of the bur~aucratic or organizational system, for often the top- 
most officials silnply do not know when their orders are not implemented. 
They need the press as a check on performance. Eut has cardul criticism 
really been welcomed? Hdve the studies of knowledgeable studenits of some 
aspect of public policy been given careful zittention, ever1 if they 
contained some critic.isilx or some exaggerated iuaccuracies? To be sure, 
some critics of the whule system have taken unfair advantage of an 
atirlosphere of tolerance. Some academics have been not analysts, but 
political polemicists. There rnay even be, as some claim, a tendency to  run 
down out of jealousy anything constructive someone else has done which 
one did not have a hand in oneself. But have these been sufficient reasons 
for the publ.ic exprerision of divcrse views t o  have become as difiicult as they 
have ill the past decade? 

Lookir~g in another direction, there are three very positive develop 
ments in the field of scholarship I would like t o  note. 111 the first place, 
promoting the training in colleges through the swabasha stream t o  the 
university cornillunity a far wider range of talented yout~g nzen and women 
than was available when entry was only for those who knew English, 
To be sure, linguistic difficulties have beeri tragically illtensified. It has been 
hugely difficult to teach.utliversity subjects when books and specialized 
articles in the iudigcnous languages were scarce if non-exi:;tent. As a result, 
many students have perforce been ' only partially trailled. But I have been 
inlpressed by the 1,lunzber of talented individugls who have come into your 
scholarly life fro111 the swabasha streams. A pool of talented Inen and 
wometi has been opened which earlier was not drawn upon. 

Secondly, and I am on less sure ground here thari I would like, I have 
a sttong impression that training in agricultural sciences and engineering has 
been much strengthened during the past twenty years. The exodus to  the 
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Middle East and to  western countries is a sign that the quality of your 
training in these fields is of a high order. And we can only hope they will 
return once the pace of growth in the Middle East slows down, as some 
predict it will within the next few years. 

A third, an iristitutional development, nlay bring a major difference. 
The University Grants Commission can make a real contributiolr if it is 
assured the, autotlorny its British counterpart enjoyed frorn tht: begir~ning. 
It) Britain, its main furkction was that of alloc'ating funds among already 
well-established institutions. Here the ta-sks of urgent ' academic constru- 
ction - indeed reconstructiorl - pose far heavier responsibilities and make 
its role all the more importallt. If the niembers of its governing board can 
retain their stature as individual scholars and fend off the ulGrdorrned 
efforts of influential figures who are not fully aware of the requisites for 
llurturiilg a powerful, intellectual tradition, that institution C-AII make a major 
cotltribution to these matters. 

Another irlnovation sillce we were here before deserves mention - the 
Masga Institute. There will always be those who will criticize an institution 
that is not prrformitig the ideal futzctioi~ set fur it. But Marga represents a 
positive innovation. Indeed, it may turn out that as we look back on Marga 
10, 15, 20 years from now, it will have been one of the nzajor institutiorls 
colltributing to stopping, if not reversing, the brain drain. A nurnber of 
yvunger scholars who have gained full traitling qualifications abroad are 
now finding Marga one of the most interestir~g places for them t o  apply 
their talents in Sri Lanka. At the same time, Marya is making a contribution 
to thc analytical and intellectual framework within which certain problems 
of the Third World can be comidered. 

Nearing my colzclusion, I return t o  that fine scholar we honor today. 
Professor Mendis did not do much in an advisory role on public policy. 
But he had clear ideas on the custodial, training and investigative aspects of 
the intellectual enterprise. As I look at his work, I see him t o  the very end 

asking questions. What are the lirajor unanswered questions of Sri 
Lanka's hijtory? There are so many that still need t o  be examined! In the 
pursuit of historical truth, hc quietly but persistently posed critical questions 
a reasonable but skeptical inan rnight ask t o  clarify a point., t o  illuminate a 
shadow of doubt. He tested conventional - arid often cojnfortable, accepted, 
notions. 

Two final observations related t o  Professor Metidis. He was a rigorous 
scholar, and laid high dernatids upoll his students. But he was humane; 
indeed, t o  some of. his students he dernotwtrated a degree of humane 



sensitivity to their ubjective selves that was most renlarkable. Here is a 
story a former student of his recently told me. This young nun worked 
for Professor Mendis as an assistant in the university hostel. He had boldly, 
and as it turned out, prematurely declared to  his parents he needed no 
more support. He found meeting his finallcia1 obligations difficult, arid hlrd 
to layover his telephone bill each month. Prvfessor Mendis, who every 
month rev'ewed the hostel's accounts, noticed this. After several months he 
quietly paid the telephone bill himself. And he came to rny youlig friend 
2nd said, <&I have paid your telephone bill; you must not let it worry you. 
If you allow it to worry you, my having paid it would have beer1 useless. 
Let us now forget it atid you will forget it and we call now stnit afresh." 
That was marly years ago, but my young friend ntver forgot that unders- 
tanding generosity, the ir~conspicuous gift, and his insistence that there be 

/ no need to worry his nli~rd about it. 

The second point relates to his professional concerir - the teaching of 
history in certain schools has faller1 off dramatically. It is not because people 
wish to free themselves from awareness of their history. But rather, the 
curriculum inherited and as presently established, precludes these students 
who go into sciences from studyiilg history! Illdeed, there are some leading 
schools it1 Colombo, I antold,  where the teaching of history in the uppcr 
grades has practically cased. This is so, it is said, because anlbitious parents 
are so determined that their children should do well in their science exams 
that they are directed to leave history alone. Indeed, interviews with 
candidates for Fulbright and other yetseas fellowships are now indicating a 
shocki~ig lack of knowledge among Sri Lankan university graduates not 
only of history, but also of geography and of the arts literature. 

This greatly distresses me; it would distress Professor Mendis far more, 

There must be some way to alter curricula so that even those who go far in 
the science stream can gain a sense of their own cultural and historical 

heritage. In Sri Latika, history is as rich as it is varied if the full range of 
your couiztry's historical experience is brought within reach of your 

students. C. P. Srlow used to write about the two cultures, a division ill the 

illtellectual eirterprise as unfottunatt: as it is unnecessary. Scientists are 
needed in politics and the public service at all levels, and indeed are actively 

iilvolved in such pursuits here today. We have only to look at the ambitious 

Mahaweli Development Scheme. How much more valuable their contri- 

bution would be if they had more of thc long range understanding and 

security of judgement that a study of history can provide. 
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In col~clusiorl, on behalf of what Garrett Mendis stood for let me 

reaffirm my belief that the study of history, as he practiced it, is indispeil- 

sable. 1 leave you with four important questions. H o w  call we know what 

we are if we do not know what alid where we have come from? How can 

we know what directions we can go in if we do not know where we have 

been? How do we know what chaIletlges in the future we can overcome 

unless we are aware of the challenges we have already mastered in years 

gone by? And how can we conquer the problems of the future, if we ignore 

the valuable lessoils of the past? 
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