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Poetry as a form of debate and discourse

This poetic lament, builds on Panduka Karunanayake’s interpretation of 
Tagore’s views on education and directly echoes Sasanka Perera’s critique of the 
state of humanistic education, as envisioned by Rabindranath Tagore and revisited 
by Panduka Karunanayake. Just as the poem illustrates Free Education as reduced 
to a symbolic corpse, Perera argues that Tagore’s ideals – the freedom to learn, 
freedom from ignorance and freedom from bondage - have been verbally celebrated 
but never institutionally sustained. Tagore’s ideals have become slogans without 
substance, quoted in lectures and conferences but excluded from curricula, practice, 
and policymaking.

Perera names this a civilizational burden: our collective failure to give 
enduring institutional space to moral and philosophical ideals like humanism, ethics, 
and responsibility. The poem renders this same burden, embodied imagery. Free 
Education, once a proud vehicle for equity and transformation in a newly postcolonial 
state, is now left to die with dignity but no real care - its fate sealed by political 
pragmatism, bureaucratic indifference, and public exhaustion.

Both the poem and Perera’s reflection ask the same urgent questions: what 
happens to the collective endeavors of higher education, when we only pay lip service 
to the values we claim to uphold in higher education? How do we reconcile the ways 
in which we grieve the systematic departures from the ideals of higher education and 
yet at the same time choose not to restore or protect them? 
(English summary and interpretation below)
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—‍fYdal m‚jqv˜‍

oreKq ms<sldjkag f.dÿreù
ksoyia wOHdmkh frda.d;=rù
ms<sld frday,gj;a hdug fkdyS
kq. .y hg .,a nxl=fõ je;sryqkS

iiagcka .kak uqo,a fkd;sî
ÿmam;=ka ¨‍Kq;a ke;s le| tjd ;snqŒ
wdOqkslhskao fnfy;la fidhd ;snqŒ
lsis;a ke;s l< fia,hska bi
¨‍Kq le| j;=r fmdjd ;snqŒ
ksis m%;ssldrhla fkd,eî
ksoyia wOHdmkh frda.shd ueÍ jegqkS
u,a jvï wkjeiS ;rfha lshd ;snqŒ
fmdä ñksiqkaf.a lru;ska
lk;a;g hk w;ruÕska
ish,af,dau fidal .S .hd ;snqŒ

ksoyia wOHdmkfha Ñ;lh ;kd
oyila n,dfmdfrd;a;= .Eia oud
Wka Wkau .sks oud ;snqŒ
ish,a, wyjr fjñka ;snqŒ
úIfha úfYaI{hska
id;sYh ixfõ.fhka
fYdal m‚jqv muKla tjd ;snq‚
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Summary and Interpretation 

This poem is a poetic satire of Sri Lanka’s free education system. Here, Free 
Education is portrayed not as a policy or institution, but as a terminally ill patient 
- abandoned by the very society that once nurtured it. Afflicted by a severe and 
untreatable illness, Free Education lies not in a hospital bed but beneath a Nuga tree 
- a metaphor for how far it has fallen from dignity and institutional protection.

The free verse poem evokes a distressing image: though there is no money for 
diagnosis, no salt in the meager porridge, and no qualified physician, there remain 
untrained hands offering improvised care - a quiet testament to those doing what 
little they can to keep the system breathing. It is not a death by aggression, but by 
systemic neglect and slow erosion. And yet, when death arrives, it is met not with 
protest or resistance, but with ritualized mourning. A pyre is built not only from the 
decaying body of the system, but from the dreams and hopes of thousands it once 
empowered. Flames are lit by those who once claimed to defend it. In the end, all that 
remains are obituary messages - expressions of loss from policymakers and experts 
who acted too late, or not at all.


