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Abstract 

The recent advances in the information and communication technology world, have transformed the role of local and 

foreign education sectors. When considering the local education system, it is clear that the indigenous qualities we have 

inherited from our ancestors should be preserved in an era of decay. Indigenous knowledge is far more spoken of and 

holds higher value than just knowledge itself. Across the world, special attention is focused not just on knowledge, but on 

indigenous knowledge. Therefore, it must be acknowledged that the words and the ideas of the indigene are of great 

importance. Indigenous knowledge, rather than traditional knowledge, is a cultural heritage of every human society. 

Thus, indigenous knowledge is specific to a particular geographical area. That indicates that, the knowledge possessed 

by the people living within a certain geographical area or region is their traditional knowledge or indigenous knowledge. 

Sri Lanka: a country which has an ancient history in writing traditions preserves its uniqueness through palm leaf 

manuscripts. It can be considered that palm leaf manuscripts have vastly contributed in the process of presenting the 

local historical knowledge from generation to generation. The Palm Leaf Manuscripts contain a wealth of knowledge 

related to various subject areas. The research asked whether Sri Lankan university students were aware of Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts. It examined the students' understanding on why Palm Leaf Manuscripts are a locally valued heritage that 

should be preserved. A sample of undergraduates from the Department of Library and Information Science, History and 

Archeology from the University of Kelaniya was obtained for this purpose. The main data collection instrument used was 

the questionnaire method, and primary data was collected through distributing the questionnaire to the undergraduates 

of each department using the random sampling method. Secondary data was collected through the printed sources which 

were considered relevant to the research. Data analysis showed that they had a general understanding of Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts. 

Keywords: Palm Leaf Manuscripts, Indigenous Knowledge, University of Kelaniya,  

                    Undergraduates 

Introduction  

Palm-leaf manuscripts are one of the earliest forms of written media that bears a prominent place among the 

historical sources on Sri Lankan national cultural heritage. Until the advent of the printed papers, Palm-leaf 

Manuscripts served primary function on the Buddhist doctrine and canonical literature. The history of ancient 

Sri Lankan chirographic belongs to the arrival of Arahath Mahinda Thero. ‘Mahindagamanaya’ can be 

described as a turning point in the history of Sri Lanka. As a result of this, the art of writing in Sri Lanka has 

become widespread. Earlier palm leaf manuscripts used to write commentaries. During the era of king 

Walagamba (89-77 BC), canonical commentaries were written down on palm leaves at Mathale Aloka 

Viharaya. It added a new dimension to the Sri Lankan art of writing. With this state patronage, Sinhala writing 

art was developed in and around temples. The Pothgula (Library) in these temples was nourished by Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts.   

Old palm leaf manuscripts were mainly used in three main fields: religion, literature and practical science. 
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Accordingly, under the patronage of kings and the guidance of Buddhist monks’ information that in form of 

Buddhist scriptures passed orally from generation to generation were documented, in the 1st century B.C. 

Kotte era is known as the golden age of Palm Leaf Manuscripts writing. During this period a new set of Palm 

Leaf Manuscripts were written and a large number of Palm Leaf Manuscripts were copied. Among them were 

religious, language literature, medicine, veterinary medicine, astrology, yantra mantra, fictions, customs and 

ceremonies, law, border (Kadima), story (Withthi), history, taxes and income, agriculture, state governance, 

Buddhist education, world detail and a large number of Palm Leaf Manuscripts on various subjects such as 

music and art.  

The University of Kelaniya, which is the basis for this research, has a proud history of over 150 years. The 

Vidyalankara Pirivena which was established on 1st November 1875 AD has developed into the University of 

Kelaniya. Vidyalankara Pirivana gained the status of a University based on the Western Model in 1959 under 

the Universities Act No. 45 of 1958. Yet our academic heritage dates back to the beginning of Vidyalankara 

Pirivena. The faculty of social sciences was instituted in the academic year 1981/82. After the established this 

faculty, students had opportunity to study traditional disciplines like History, Archeology, Geography, 

Philosophy, Economics, Sociology, in addition the new subjects were added with the purpose of opening more 

job opportunities for graduates like Mass Communication, Library & Information Science, Sport Science and 

Physical Education. The Department of the Library and Information Science was established with the purpose 

of opening more job opportunities for graduates in the year 1973. The Department of History is one of the 

oldest Departments in the University of Kelaniya. It was initiated by the renowned historian Prof. Hem 

Chandra Ray. The Department of Archaeology has extended history from 1973 as a sub department under the 

Department of History. In 1977, the Department of Archaeology established as a separate department. Since 

its inception, the Departments have been working to educate students under the art of writing on Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts and Inscriptions. 

With the advancement of technology in the world, discoveries have emerged. This has resulted in many 

changes in the local and foreign education sectors. When it came to local education, it was clear that the 

indigenous qualities we inherited from the ancestors of the past should be preserved in an era of decaying age. 

In this case, particular attention was paid to the nationally highly valued Palm Leaf Manuscripts. The Palm 

Leaf Manuscripts contained a wealth of local knowledge related to various subject areas. The three 

Departments have created syllabuses to give knowledge to their students about Indigenous Knowledge and 

they in particular paid attention to the nationally highly valued Palm Leaf Manuscripts. Specially those three 

Departments were faced to update their students' knowledge about art of writing of the palm leaf manuscripts. 

The problem of this research is, would the University students be aware of the need for preserving the Palm 

Leaf Manuscripts and their usefulness?  
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Objectives 

• The purpose is to Examining the understanding of the university students regarding the Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts which is containing the Indigenous Knowledge.  

• To examine the suitability of the Human Resources of University to update the society understands of 

Palm Leaf Manuscripts. 

• To examine the understanding of the university students about the cultural heritage of indigenous 

knowledge.  

Methodology 

This study was conducted as a comparative study of undergraduates for understanding about the palm leaf 

manuscripts. The population of this study was the University of Kelaniya three departments’ students. They 

are the Departments of Library and Information science, Departments of History and Departments of 

Archaeology. The sample was selected as random, through the 90% confidence interval, adopting stranded 

Mathematical formula according to the Mood et al’, applicable to stratified sampling. 

n=i=1lNipiqiND+1Ni=1lNipiqi 

ni=nNiN 

Using this mathematical formula research sample was selected among the undergraduates of Department of 

Library and Information science, History and Archaeology, representing a total of four years’ students, and a 

random questionnaire was distributed for them. Also, secondary and tertiary data were collected through the 

printed sources which was considered relevant to the research. The analysis and manipulating the collected 

data was done by using statistical analysis software.  

Results 

According to the findings of this study, it was revealed that most of the undergraduates of the three departments 

have General knowledge about the Palm Leaf Manuscripts. It percentage is more over 50%. Compared to 

Department of Library and information science student’s and undergraduate of other two departments, the 

students of the department of Library and information science have highly understanding about the palm leaf 

manuscripts and cultural heritage of indigenous knowledge. The reason for that, the department of library and 

information science has given their students, knowledge about the art of palm leaf in Sri Lanka by the syllabus.  

At the research, the primary questionnaire was asked about the general understanding of the Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts from the sample data contributors. There were concerning the four academic years 96.22% of 

students with the said level of understanding and 3.77% had no ordinary understanding. 
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Figure 1. Undergraduates who have general knowledge about palm leaf manuscripts.  

 

 

Figure 2. Awareness about the general knowledge of Palm leaf manuscripts.  

Out of the respondents, 37.77% had reasonable knowledge on Database understanding of Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts usage and its context, the overall understanding of raw materials, design technology, and 

usage of Palm Leaf Manuscripts design, while 62.23% did not. 

 

Figure 3. Awareness about design technology and usage.  

Considering the knowledge on Palm Leaf Manuscripts preservation and conservation theories, as well 

as the awareness and understanding of databases of Palm Leaf Manuscripts conservation institutions, 

35.23% of the students were aware, while 64.77% of the students did not understand that Palm Leaf 

Manuscripts should be preserved. 
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Figure 4. The sudents who have conservation knowledge about palm leaves.  

Conclusions 

The data also revealed that the majority of undergraduates in the Department Library and Information Science 

have a general understanding of Palm Leaf Manuscripts. When looking at the percentage of total data 

contributors, it is evident that the second year, third-year and fourth-year undergraduates’ general knowledge 

of Palm Leaf Manuscripts are always higher than in the first year undergraduates and it also means that 

undergraduates who study Library and Information Science and Archaeology have more understanding than 

the History undergraduates. 

Most undergraduates do not know about the Palm Leaf Manuscripts design technology and of the materials 

used and their uses. According to the data obtained, it was concluded that second -year Library and information 

science, and fourth – year Archaeology undergraduates have a deeper understanding of Palm Leaf Manuscripts. 

The main reason for this conclusion was their study on the conservation of and about Palm Leaf Manuscripts 

as a subject. These Palm Leaf Manuscripts are a heritage to be conserved, and it is evident that there is 

considerable awareness among the Library and Information science and Archaeology undergraduates from the 

Department of conservation theories. 

Recommendations 

At present, Palm leaf manuscripts are of little importance. However, it is clear that Palm leaf manuscripts are 

rich in indigenous knowledge documented in the past. Some of the recommendations suggested, are based on 

the findings. They are as follows. 

• Organize programs to educate students of the entire university including the Department of Library 

and information science, History and Archaeology, on the national significance of the palm leaf 

manuscripts. 
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• Organize awareness programs for students on palm leaf manuscripts preservation and providing 

practical training. 

• Launching National and International Research Seminar-Workshops on palm leaf manuscripts. 

• Establishing museums, research laboratories, and laboratories specializing in palm leaf manuscripts. 

Establishment of knowledge propagation centers and establishment of heritage in a systematic 

preservation manner. 
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