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Abstract 
The study rethinks the aims of education in Sri Lanka by examining the place of reflective self-
understanding alongside academic achievement. While educational success is commonly associated with 
academic performance, qualifications, and future opportunities, this study considers the importance of 
understanding the factors that shape students’ educational aspirations. 
 
The study engage in the question of what conception of reflective self-understanding can be developed 
through a dialogue between Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy, and what might this contribute to 
rethinking the aims of education in Sri Lanka? It adopts a qualitative philosophical approach based on 
conceptual analysis and interpretation of philosophical texts, supported by relevant empirical research 
and Sri Lankan educational policy documents. 
 
The study develops reflective self-understanding as an ongoing process to examine oneself in relation to 
the conditions shaping human experience, drawing on dialogue between Spinoza and Buddhist 
philosophy. The study argues that this capacity can complement academic achievement by broadening 
the aims of education beyond the pursuit of socially valued outcomes. It further suggests that reflective 
self-understanding can provide greater philosophical clarity to existing educational aims in Sri Lanka.   
 
 
Key Words: academic achievements, Buddhist philosophy, educational aims, reflective self-
understanding, self-reflection, Spinoza, Sri Lanka 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Education and the Meaning of Success 

Education serves important individual and social purposes. According to UNESCO (2015), education 
provides knowledge, skills and confidence that necessary for a meaningful participation in society. 
UNESCO also emphasizes the role of education in transmitting values and competencies across 
generations. Educational qualifications can also provide access to opportunities that might otherwise 
remain inaccessible. Therefore, academic achievement has a practical significance that should not be 
underestimated. Examination results, university admission, professional qualifications and employment 
can substantially influence the opportunities available to individuals and their families. 

Simultaneously, the importance of educational achievement raises a broader question about how people 
understand success more generally. Academic performance can become associated not only with 
educational attainment but also with professional status, financial security, social recognition and 
personal worth. Therefore, students may come to understand education only through the goals that it 
is expected to make possible. However, the concern is not that these goals are undesirable. For many 
individuals, these outcomes can be valuable, and education provides an important route toward them. 
The question is whether achieving such outcomes is sufficient to account for what education should 
cultivate. 

This question becomes clearer when success is considered from the perspective of the person pursuing 
it. The Meaning of Success project found that participants embraced success “only when it was reframed 
to have more relevance and meaning to them” (Bostock, 2014, p. 9). This suggests that success cannot 
be understood merely through externally established measures but also requires attention to how 
individuals understand themselves understand and evaluate what they are pursuing.  

People do not necessarily maintain the same understanding of what is important throughout their lives. 
For example, consider that a person suddenly learns that she has only three months left to live. The 
professional ambitions, financial goals, social recognition or status that previously appeared highly 
important might no longer important to her. She may reconsider the importance of relationships, peace 
of mind, meaningful experiences or having time with people she values. The point of this thought 
experiment is not that professional ambitions or financial goals are unimportant. Rather, it illustrates 
that reflection can changes the way of people evaluate what is worth pursuing. 

This distinction is important for education. If reflection can change the way, a person understands 
success, should education provide opportunities for students to reflect on what they are pursuing and 
why it matters to them? Athanassopoulou observes that “people define success in different ways and it’s 
good to know as early as possible what is important to you. Then you make sure you don’t compromise 
on that” (Bostock, 2014, p. 44). This observation suggests that the meaning of success is not necessarily 
fixed by external standards but can depend on what individuals themselves consider important. In 
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educational context, this raises the question whether students should have the opportunities to examine 
the values of goals they pursue. As mentioned earlier, preparing for employment and participation in 
society is important, but the thought experiment suggests that preparing a person to achieve particular 
goals and helping that person reflect on the value of those goals are not necessarily the same task. 

The issue is therefore not achievement versus fulfillment. It is whether achievement should be regarded 
as an important educational outcome or as a complete account of educational success. A person may 
acquire the knowledge and qualifications needed to pursue a successful career, while questions 
concerning why that career is desired, how that desire was formed and what the person ultimately 
considers worthwhile remain largely unexamined. This creates a broader question about the purpose of 
education. If education contributes not only to what students know and can do but also to the 
formation of persons, it is reasonable to ask whether students should have opportunities to examine the 
orientations that shape the direction of their lives. 

The question is particularly important in Sri Lanka, where educational achievement is interconnected 
with future opportunities. The following section therefore considers the Sri Lankan context and the 
ways educational aims have been understood.  

1.2 The Sri Lankan Educational Context 

Education has long been associated with social mobility in Sri Lanka. Academic qualifications can 
provide access to higher education, employment and economic opportunities. Therefore, public 
educational examinations in Sri Lanka, such as the Grade Five Scholarship Examination, the General 
Certificate of Education Ordinary Level and Advanced Level examinations play an important role in 
educational progression. Competition for university entrance and access to respected professions can 
increase the value attached to the performances of these examinations. Samarakoon et al. (2016) found 
that young people’s educational targets are greatly influenced by aspirations for particular forms of 
employment. “a degree…provide them with an opportunity to get a government sector job” 
(Samarakoon et al, 2016, p. 9).  

However, the importance of academic achievement should not be treated as a problem in itself. The 
concern arises when these outcomes become the dominant way of understanding success regarding 
education and life. Such a dominance can encourage students to evaluate themselves primarily through 
externally established standards rather than through an understanding of their own abilities and values. 
This concern reflects in Steele’s remark when she reminds students “about what they’re good at and how 
hopeless it is to judge themselves by others’ standards” (Bostock, 2014, p. 80). She also emphasizes the 
importance of educational relationships that recognize students as individuals, noting that when 
students are taught by people who appreciate their individuality by giving them powerful sense of being 
accepted (Bostock, 2014, p. 80). The relevance of this concern becomes particularly evident when 
considering the experiences of Students in Sri Lanka. 
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Research concerning Sri Lankan students suggest that academic achievement can be accompanied by 
considerable pressure. For example, Senarath (2020) reveals that students experience considerable 
examination related stress, with high self-expectations, parental pressure and the importance attached to 
examination results contributing to their educational experiences (Senarath, 2020, p. 32). This reveals 
that sole focus on academic achievement can become a source of pressure when students feel that they 
must meet their own and other’s expectations and achieve good examination results.  

However, the pressure connected with academic performances usually does not end with school 
education. Research among undergraduates at the University of Ruhuna similarly points to pressure 
linked with academic performance often lead to severe stress, disappointment, addiction and poor 
mental health outcomes (Gunasekara and Jayasekara, 2021, p. 48). The same study further shows that 
many students remain in a condition described as neither particularly happy nor unhappy (Gunasekara 
and Jayasekara, 2021, p. 53), suggesting emotional inactivity rather than balanced individuals. These 
findings demonstrate that academic achievement and educational progression can coexist with 
considerable emotional and psychological pressure in students. More recent qualitative research 
involving Sri Lankan adolescents and teachers also identifies that academic pressure begins within the 
home and increased in school through academic competition and the structure of schooling itself 
(Mudunna et al., 2026, pp. 8-9, 15). However, these findings do not establish that academic achievement 
is inherently harmful, or all students experience education in the same way. They indicate that students’ 
emotional experiences, expectations and relationships to achievement are already important part of 
educational life.  

Nonetheless, it would be inaccurate to describe Sri Lankan educational policy as being concerned merely 
with examinations or employment. The broader aims of education have been demonstrated in Sri 
Lankan policy for several decades. The National Education Commission has described education as “a 
process which leads a person to self-realization and competence” (NEC, 1997, p. 3). This formulation 
places individual development alongside competence and indicates that the official conception of 
education extends beyond the acquisition of academic knowledge and skills. This broader orientation 
became particularly explicit in the educational reforms of the 1990s. The 1997 National Education 
Commission policy proposed a significant shift in educational goals and practices, identifying self-
realization, lifelong learning with an emphasis on learning to learn, humanistic values and balanced 
mental and physical development among the principal elements of the proposed reforms (NEC, 1997, 
p. 3). The same policy stated that the reforms aimed to create an education system that would enable 
people to live satisfying and peaceful lives, be productive and contribute to the well-being of others. This 
framework continued beyond the 1997 reforms. The 2003 reforms incorporated aims such as life 
competencies and citizenship education alongside academic, practical, health and aesthetic 
development, while later policy thinking continued to emphasize holistic development. The National 
Education Commission’s 2020-2030 framework, for example, describes its vision in terms of a “holistic, 
progressive and life-long learner”. It further identifies the 1992, 2003 and 2016 policy frameworks as 
successive stages in the development of national education goals.  
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These policy developments are important because they show that the problem addressed by this thesis 
is not simply that Sri Lankan education has neglected personal development. On the contrary, personal 
development has been a direct concern of educational policy for several years. They have repeatedly 
expressed expectations concerning self-realization, humanistic values, balanced development, lifelong 
learning and life competencies. The problem therefore lies at a different level. These terms indicate that 
education is expected to contribute to something broader than academic achievement. Yet the 
formulations do not by themselves settle what such development should involve at the level of the 
individual. 

What does it mean, for example, for education to contribute to a person’s self-realization? What 
capacities would enable a student to understand the aspirations they develop, the values they inherit and 
the motivations that influence their choices? And if education is expected to contribute to the 
development of the person, should the person also be given opportunities to examine how they have 
become the person they are? This leaves an unresolved question at the center of the educational aims: If 
education aims at more than competence and achievement, what kind of development should it 
cultivate? 

1.3 The Research Problem 

Sri Lankan education has created significant opportunities through academic achievement. 
Examination success has provided access to higher education, career opportunities and social 
advancement. These are important educational outcomes, and this study does not argue that they 
should be abandoned or replaced. 

As discussed in the earlier section, the problem arises when educational success is understood primarily 
through these outcomes. A student could achieve excellent examination results without necessarily 
having opportunities to examine why particular achievements have become important to them. A 
person may pursue a highly respected profession without having considered why that profession has 
become desirable. Another may work intensely to avoid failure without examining the fear, expectations 
or comparison that give failure such weight. 

Therefore, the issue is not simply whether students experience academic pressure by chasing goals. It 
concerns whether they are given opportunities to understand their relationship to the goals they pursue. 
Questions such as, why do I want to succeed? why does this particular career appear desirable to me? 
where do my ambitions come from? why does failure produce fear? how do comparison and recognition 
influence my choices? how much of my understanding of success has been inherited from my family or 
society? what do I actually consider worthwhile and are rarely answered by examination performance 
itself. These questions concern the person behind the achievement. They concern how individuals 
understand their own motivations, values, desires, emotions and assumptions. They also concern the 
influences and conditions through which these develop. 
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The concern extends beyond individual students. Educational aspirations can be transmitted across 
generations. Parents may encourage their children to pursue particular educational paths because those 
paths represent security, recognition or opportunities that they themselves valued. Such aspirations may 
be entirely well-intentioned, but they can also carry assumptions about what constitutes a successful life. 
Samarakoon et al (2016) reveals that students subject stream choices are greatly influenced by many 
parties including parents, teachers and friends in Sri Lanka. When these assumptions are passed on 
without examination, educational choices can become shaped by inherited definitions of success rather 
than by a considered understanding of what one values and why. Therefore, this study investigates 
whether education develops students’ capacity to pursue socially valued goals without necessarily 
developing their capacity to examine the subjective experiences through which those goals become 
desirable. This raises the possibility of a further educational capacity of reflective self-understanding. 

Reflective self-understanding, as used in this study, does not simply mean being aware of one’s feelings 
or knowing one’s personality. It refers to a more critical form of reflection on oneself. It involves 
examining one’s motivations, desires, emotions, values, assumptions and actions, while also considering 
the social, cultural, psychological and other conditions that shape them. It therefore involves asking not 
only what one thinks or wants, but also why one thinks or wants it and how those ways of thinking and 
desiring have developed. However, this initial formulation does not resolve the problem. Indeed, it 
creates another question of what does it actually mean to understand oneself? 

It cannot simply be assumed that individuals have transparent access to the reasons for their own actions. 
A person may experience a desire as entirely personal while remaining unaware of the influences that 
have contributed to it. A person may believe that they are freely choosing a particular path while being 
strongly influenced by fear, habit, social expectations, recognition or other conditions that they have 
not examined. Reflection, therefore, may require more than looking inward or describing one’s feelings. 
It may require an examination of the conditions through which one’s thoughts, desires and actions have 
developed. 

This makes ‘reflective self-understanding’ both an educational and a philosophical problem. It is 
educational because it concerns what capacities education should cultivate. If education contributes to 
the formation of persons, then it may need to consider not only what students know and what they can 
achieve, but also their capacity to examine the motivations and assumptions that shape their lives. On 
the other hand, it is philosophical because the meaning of reflective self-understanding cannot be settled 
simply by adding “reflection” to a list of educational competencies. It raises deeper questions about 
human motivation, desire, freedom, agency, experience and the formation of the person. 

The central problem of this study can therefore be expressed as follows: If education contributes to the 
formation of persons, what conceptions of personal development is required for students not only to 
pursue educational goals but also understand their relationship to those goals? 

The study does not begin by assuming that reflective self-understanding is necessarily the answer to this 
problem. Instead, it takes the concept itself as requiring philosophical examination. The question, then, 
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is what conception of reflective self-understanding can make sense of this educational concern and 
whether such a conception can contribute to a broader understanding of what education should 
cultivate. 

1.4 Research Question and Aim 

The central research question of this study is: What conception of reflective self-understanding can be 
developed through a dialogue between Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy and what might this 
contribute to rethinking the aims of education in Sri Lanka? The study addresses this question through 
the following subsidiary questions: How is educational success understood within the contemporary Sri 
Lankan educational context? How does Spinoza’s philosophy illuminate the problem of reflective self-
understanding? How does Buddhist philosophy illuminate reflective understanding of conditioned 
human experience? What are the significant convergences and differences between these philosophical 
perspectives? What conception of reflective self-understanding emerges from their dialogue? What 
might this conception imply for the aims of education in Sri Lanka? 

The aim of the study is not to replace academic achievement with reflective self-understanding. 
Academic knowledge, professional competence and opportunities for social mobility remain important 
purposes of education. Rather, the study seeks to examine whether these purposes can be understood 
within a broader conception of education that also recognizes the importance of students’ capacity to 
reflect critically on the conditions that shape their educational lives. 

In this sense, the study asks whether educational success might be understood as involving not only what 
a student is able to achieve, but also the kind of understanding the student develops in relation to what 
they pursue and why they pursue it. 

1.5 Methodological Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative philosophical approach based primarily on conceptual analysis and the 
interpretation of philosophical texts. Its purpose is not to measure students’ levels of reflective self-
understanding or to evaluate the effectiveness of a particular educational intervention. Rather, it 
investigates a philosophical question concerning the aims of education and the kind of development 
education should cultivate. 

The study engages with Spinoza’s philosophy primarily through the Ethics and relevant philosophical 
and educational scholarship. The discussion of Buddhist philosophy draws on selected teachings from 
the Pāli Canon together with established scholarly interpretations of Theravāda Buddhist thought. 
Particular attention is given to concepts relevant to human motivation, desire, freedom and conditioned 
experience. 

The selection of these two traditions is justified by their shared concern with how human experience is 
shaped by underlying conditions, despite their fundamentally different metaphysical assumptions. 
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Rather than treating them as equivalent systems, the study brings them into dialogue because their 
contrasting accounts of the self, freedom and transformation provide complementary philosophical 
resources for developing the concept of reflective self-understanding.  

The study also draws upon research concerning Sri Lankan students and relevant educational policy 
documents. These sources serve primarily to establish the educational and social context in which the 
philosophical problem arises. Empirical research concerning examination pressure, academic 
competition, parental expectations and students’ educational experiences is therefore not treated as 
proof of the philosophical argument. Rather, it helps identify why questions concerning educational 
aims and reflective self-understanding are significant within the Sri Lankan context. 

The study brings Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy into dialogue rather than attempting to demonstrate 
that the two traditions are equivalent or that one provides a superior philosophical account. Their 
differences are therefore important to the analysis. The purpose of the dialogue is to examine what each 
perspective makes visible about human understanding, desire, freedom and transformation and to 
consider what might emerge from bringing these perspectives into conversation with the question of 
education. The study is therefore philosophical in its primary method while remaining grounded in the 
Sri Lankan educational context in which the problem is situated. 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in reconsidering the aims of education through the concept of 
reflective self-understanding. Discussions concerning education in Sri Lanka commonly address 
examinations, curriculum, teaching methods, educational access, qualifications and academic 
performance. These concerns are important because they influence students’ educational opportunities 
and future prospects. However, the question of what students should be helped to understand about 
themselves raises a more fundamental question about the purpose of education. 

This study examines whether reflective self-understanding can be understood as an educational capacity. 
The capacity to examine one’s own motivations, desires, values, assumptions, emotions and actions in 
relation to the conditions that shape them. This perspective shifts attention from education as the 
development of what students know and can achieve toward a broader question of what students come 
to understand about themselves as persons pursuing particular ways of living. 

The philosophical significance of the study lies in examining this question through two distinct 
philosophical traditions. Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy offer different accounts of human 
experience and transformation. Bringing them into dialogue provides an opportunity to examine 
whether reflective self-understanding can be understood in a way that goes beyond ordinary 
introspection and whether such understanding has a meaningful relationship with human freedom and 
development. 
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The significance for Sri Lankan education is not that either Spinoza or Buddhist philosophy should 
simply be introduced into school curricula. Nor does the study propose a particular educational 
program. Its concern is more fundamental: what should count as an important outcome of being 
educated? If Sri Lankan educational policy already recognizes broader aims such as self-realization, 
humanistic values, lifelong learning and holistic development, then clarifying the meaning of such 
development becomes an important theoretical task. This study seeks to contribute to that task by 
examining whether reflective self-understanding can provide one way of thinking more precisely about 
what the development of the person might involve. 

1.7 Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter One introduces the question of what education should cultivate. It examines educational 
achievement, the meaning of success, and the Sri Lankan educational context and policy. It then 
identifies the question of reflective self-understanding and presents the research questions, 
methodology, and significance of the study. 

Chapter Two examines the transition from educational achievement to reflective self-understanding. 
It considers broader educational aims, the limits of achievement as a measure of success, and the 
conceptual issues requiring philosophical investigation. 

Chapter Three examines Spinoza’s accounts of human bondage, affects, adequate and inadequate 
ideas, and freedom, considering their implications for understanding the causes and conditions 
shaping human thought, desire, and action. 

Chapter Four examines selected Buddhist concepts, focusing on dukkha, taņhā, avijjā, conditioned 
experience, mental cultivation, and anattā. It considers their implications for understanding, 
transformation, and reflective self-understanding. 

Chapter Five brings Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy into dialogue, examining their convergences 
and differences to refine the concept of reflective self-understanding and consider its implications for 
educational aims in Sri Lanka. 

Chapter Six concludes the study by bringing together the main argument, contribution, implications 
for Sri Lankan education, limitations, and possibilities for further research. 
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Chapter 2: From Educational Achievement to Reflective Self-
Understanding 

2.1 What Should Education Aim For? 

The question of what education should aim to achieve has been central to educational thought. 
Although educational systems differ according to their social, political and cultural contexts, education 
has rarely been understood only as the transmission of knowledge and skills. Knowledge and competence 
remain foundational purposes because they enable individuals to pursue further learning, enter 
employment and participate in society. However, these purposes do not fully account for the possible 
meanings of becoming educated. Education may also concern the development of persons and their 
capacity to understand and engage with lives they are living. 

Therefore, different educational thinkers have emphasized different dimensions of human development. 
John Dewey, for example, understands education in relation to growth and experience and connects 
educational development with participation in democratic social life (Dewey, 1916). From this 
perspective, education is not simply preparation for a future stage of life; it is part of the continuing 
development of the individual through engagement with experience and with others. Paulo Freire on 
the other hand offers a different dimension. His criticism of forms of education that treat learners as 
passive recipients of knowledge places greater importance on critical consciousness and the ability to 
understand and question the conditions in which one’s life is situated (Freire, 1970). According to him 
education involves more than acquiring information. It can develop a person’s capacity to examine both 
themselves and the world they inhabit.  

Nel Noddings offers a further perspective by placing caring relationships at the center of educational 
thought. Her work challenges conceptions of education that focus primarily on abstract knowledge or 
measurable achievement and emphasizes the importance of relationships, ethical responsiveness and the 
development of persons within communities of care (Noddings, 1984).  

These perspectives are considerably different from one another. Dewey’s emphasis on growth and 
democratic participation, Freire’s concern with critical consciousness and social transformation and 
Noddings’ emphasis on care cannot simply be reduced to a single conception of education. Their 
importance for the present discussion lies elsewhere. Taken together, they illustrate the broader range of 
answers that has been given to the question of what education should aim for. Education can be 
understood as preparation for social and professional life, but it can also concern growth, critical 
awareness, relationships, ethical development and participation in society. 
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A similar scope can be found in the Sri Lankan educational context. As discussed in Chapter 1, 
educational policies have repeatedly expressed aims extending beyond academic achievement. They 
suggest that educational development has been understood as involving the person as well as the 
development of competence. The question is not whether education should contribute to the 
development of the person. There is considerable recognition, both in educational thought and in Sri 
Lankan policy, that it should. The important question concerns what such development entails. 

If education contributes to forming persons rather than merely producing competent performers, then 
it is necessary to ask what capacities a person should develop in order to understand and direct their own 
life. Knowledge and competence enable a person to do many things. But they do not necessarily tell us 
whether the person understands why they pursue particular goals, what they value or how their 
aspirations have been formed. This brings the discussion back to the tension identified in Chapter 1. 
Academic achievement is important, but it may not provide a complete account of what it means to 
become educated. 

2.2 The Limits of Achievement as an Educational Measure 

In the Sri Lankan context, outcomes such as access to higher education and professional employment 
have particular significance because educational achievement is closely connected with young people’s 
aspirations and expectations concerning their futures. For example, research in Sri Lanka found that 
educational targets are influenced by aspirations for “education for white collar job” (Samarakoon et al., 
2016, p. 13). Educational achievement can therefore represent not only an academic outcome but also a 
means through which young people pursue particular social and economic futures. 

This importance should not be underestimated. For many students, academic success can genuinely 
expand opportunities and contribute to economic security and social mobility. The problem arises when 
achievement as an educational goal becomes achievement as a complete conception of educational 
success. A student may achieve excellent results without examining why those achievements have become 
important to them or pursue a prestigious profession without considering why it has become desirable. 
Educational aspirations are also formed within relationships and social contexts. As mentioned in 
Chapter 1, research has reported that educational and life targets are often influenced by external parties. 
The problem occurs is whether students have opportunities to recognize and examine their significance 
in shaping their choices. 

This question becomes particularly important when achievement is connected with failure. Academic 
failure may be experienced not simply as the loss of an educational outcome but as a threat to future 
opportunities, family expectations, social standing or personal worth. Research on Sri Lankan students 



 
 

 15 

has identified examination stress, self-expectations, parental pressure and the importance attached to 
examination results as significant aspects of students’ educational experiences (Senarath, 2020). Research 
among undergraduates at the University of Ruhuna similarly points to the pressure associated with 
academic performance and the emotional consequences of academic difficulty (Gunasekara and 
Jayasekara, 2021). More recent qualitative research with Sri Lankan school students and teachers has also 
identified academic pressure and competition within home and school environments as important 
influences on adolescent experience (Mudunna et al., 2026). These findings indicate that how students 
experience and relate to the goals they are expected to pursue is an educationally relevant question.  
This concern is also evident in contemporary philosophical discussions of education. Dahlbeck and 
Roth (2024, p. 247) argue that when contemporary education is primarily concerned with “boosting 
results” and short-term ends associated with the labor market and political demands, it risks neglecting 
the ethical dimension of human transformation. This provides a useful philosophical basis for 
distinguishing between education as the production of measurable achievement and education as the 
development of the person. 

Therefore, educational achievement could tells us something about what a student has accomplished, 
but it does not necessarily reveal why that achievement matters to the student, how the aspiration was 
formed or what assumptions and values are attached to it. This suggests that conventional measures of 
educational success may leave another dimension of development insufficiently examined: the student’s 
understanding of what drives their pursuit of success as it has been defined by their educational context. 
This leads to the importance of reflective self-understanding in the educational setting. 

2.3 Reflective Self-Understanding as an Educational Concern 

The concern with understanding oneself extends beyond contemporary educational thought. Socrates 
provides an influential example through his emphasis on questioning beliefs, examining claims to 
knowledge and subjecting one’s way of life to critical examination. His approach suggests that living well 
requires some examination of how one lives. However, the question extends beyond whether individuals 
examine their beliefs or way of life, in the present study. It also concerns how and why particular desires, 
values, emotions and aspirations have acquired significance. A student may recognize that academic 
success is important without asking why it matters so strongly or what conditions have contributed to 
that value. The relevant question is therefore not only what do I believe or value, but also how and why 
have I come to believe or value it? 

The terms self-awareness, self-knowledge, reflection and self-examination describe related forms of inquiry, 
but they do not necessarily involve the same depth of understanding. For this thesis, reflective self-
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understanding refers to the capacity to critically examine one’s motivations, desires, emotions, values, 
assumptions and actions, together with the social, cultural, psychological and other conditions that 
shape them. Therefore, it involves asking not only what do I think, feel or want? but also why do I think, 
feel or want this and what has shaped it? Reflective self-understanding does not assume a fixed or 
completely independent self-waiting to be discovered. Rather, it refers to an ongoing capacity to examine 
how one’s ways of thinking, desiring, valuing and acting have been formed and to remain open to 
revising one’s understanding of them.  

This capacity matters educationally because students do not simply acquire knowledge during their 
education. They also develop aspirations, make significant decisions and form ideas about what 
constitutes a worthwhile future. These processes are influenced by the social and educational 
environments in which they develop. Therefore, the educational concern is whether students have 
opportunities to recognize and examine these influences when making important decisions about their 
lives. 

Reflective self-understanding is consequently relevant to agency and judgment. Agency need not mean 
acting independently of all external influences. Rather, it can involve developing sufficient 
understanding of the influences shaping one’s choices to respond to them more deliberately. This 
interpretation is consistent with Dahlbeck’s Spinozist account of educational autonomy, which shifts 
attention away from an unconstrained will toward understanding the conditions that shape action. As 
Dahlbeck argues, education should help students understand “how and why things happen the way they 
do” (Dahlbeck, 2017, p. 739).  

Therefore, reflective self-understanding is not intended to guarantee that students will make the correct 
choices. Its significance lies in making the motivations, assumptions and influences behind their choices 
available for examination. This capacity is relevant individual decision making and how students 
participate in relationships, professional life and wider society. Dahlbeck’s and Roth’s work on Spinoza 
and education similarly connects the cultivation of understanding with human development and 
flourishing, suggesting that education can involve the development of the capacity to understand oneself 
and the world rather than merely the attainment of external achievements (Dahlbeck and Roth, 2024, 
p. 250). In this sense, reflective self-understanding gives greater substance to broader educational aims 
such as self-realization and holistic development by asking what such development might involve at the 
level of the individual.  

However, this does not mean that education should encourage students to reject family expectations, 
social values or established definitions of success. Nor does it imply that every personal desire is authentic 
simply because it is experienced as one’s own. Rather, the educational significance of reflective self-
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understanding lies in creating space for students to examine the formation of their own desires, values 
and judgments. A student may pursue medicine, for example, because of genuine interest, family 
tradition, social recognition, financial security or some combination of these influences. The question is 
not which motivation is automatically correct, but whether the student has an opportunity to 
understand the different influences involved in the choice. In this sense, reflective self-understanding 
concerns not only what students pursue, but their relationship to the reasons for which they pursue it. 

However, treating reflective self-understanding as an educational capacity does not resolve what it means 
to understand oneself. A person may recognize a desire or emotion without understanding why it has 
developed and may regard a choice as their own without fully recognizing the conditions that have 
shaped it. This raises questions about the relationship between experience and its causes and about the 
extent to which individuals can understand the influences shaping their thoughts, desires and actions. It 
also raises a more fundamental question about the self that is to be understood. If our values, desires, 
emotions and ways of acting develop through changing social, psychological and other conditions, self-
understanding may involve more than discovering a fixed inner identity. 

The concept developed here should therefore be regarded as provisional rather than complete. The 
following chapters examine it through Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy, not by assuming that either 
tradition provides a ready-made definition, but by asking what their different accounts of desire, affect, 
causation, conditioned experience, freedom and the self-reveal about the possibility of understanding 
oneself. Therefore, the central question is what it means to understand oneself when one’s desires, values, 
emotions and actions arise within conditions that one may not fully understand. 
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Chapter 3: Spinoza: Understanding the Conditions of Human 
Action 

3.1 Consciousness and Human Bondage 

Chapter 2 developed reflective self-understanding as a possible educational concern and identified a 
question that cannot be resolved through reflection alone: a person may be aware of what they think, 
feel or desire without necessarily understanding how or why these experiences have taken their particular 
form.  Spinoza’s philosophy provides a particularly useful way of examining this difficulty because he 
rejects the assumption that human beings constitute an exception to the causal order of nature. Human 
thought, desire, emotion and action are themselves part of this order. 

Spinoza’s position creates a difficulty for ordinary conceptions of freedom. Human beings commonly 
experience themselves as choosing and acting according to their own will. Yet consciousness of an action 
does not necessarily provide knowledge of its causes. In the Appendix to Part I of the Ethics, Spinoza 
observes that people commonly believe themselves to be free because they are conscious of their desires 
while remaining ignorant of the causes that determine them (Spinoza, 1996, I, Appendix). The 
important distinction here is therefore between being conscious of an experience and understanding its 
causes. 

This distinction is central to the present study. A student may say, “I chose this career because I want it.” 
The statement may be sincere, but it does not necessarily explain why that career has become desirable. 
The desire may be connected with family expectations, social recognition, economic security, previous 
experiences, fear of failure or admiration for a particular profession. The individual experiences the desire 
as their own, while remaining unaware of some of the conditions contributing to its formation. 
Spinoza’s point is not simply that people are mistaken about particular choices. Rather, it is that human 
beings can mistake awareness of their desires for understanding of the causes of those desires. 

This problem is central to Spinoza’s account of human bondage (servitus). Part IV of the Ethics begins 
from the problem of human beings being subject to affects that they cannot adequately control or 
understand (Spinoza, 1996, IV, Pref.). Bondage does not therefore mean physical imprisonment. It refers 
to a condition in which one’s power to act is constrained by causes and affects of which one does not 
possess adequate understanding (Spinoza, 1996, IV, Props.). Spinoza captures this condition through a 
person who, “though he sees the better for himself, he is still forced to follow the worse” (Spinoza, 1996, 
IV, Preface).  The point is not simple that a person may knowingly choose what they judge to be harmful. 
It demonstrates the limited power of understanding when a person is governed by causes and affects that 
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they do not adequately understand. As Nadler (2006, p. 221) explains, Spinoza understands human 
beings as parts of nature who are continually affected by external causes.  

This naturalistic conception changes the way the problem of self-understanding can be approached. The 
deeper problem is that individuals might not understand why certain choices, desires and emotional 
responses have acquired such power over them. Two students may pursue the same academic 
achievement while relating to that achievement in very different ways. One may value learning and 
intellectual development, while another may be driven primarily by fear of failure or the desire for 
recognition. Their observable behavior may be similar, but their relationships to the causes and affects 
involved may differ considerably 

Spinoza therefore provides a first philosophical challenge to ordinary self-understanding: consciousness 
of oneself is not equivalent to understanding oneself. To understand oneself requires attention to the 
causes through which one’s thoughts, desires and affects arise. This makes the question of knowledge 
inseparable from the question of freedom. 

3.2 Inadequate and Adequate Ideas 

Spinoza’s distinction between inadequate and adequate ideas provides the epistemological framework 
for understanding why consciousness alone is insufficient. In Part II of the Ethics, Spinoza distinguishes 
different forms of knowledge according to the adequacy of the ideas through which things are 
understood. An adequate idea is one that possesses the properties of a true idea when considered in itself, 
whereas an inadequate idea expresses something only partially or confusedly (Spinoza, 1996, II, Def. 4; 
II, P35).  

The distinction is important because inadequate knowledge does not mean that a person has no 
knowledge at all. An individual may correctly identify an immediate experience while failing to 
understand the wider causal relations in which it is situated. For example, a student may know that they 
have failed an examination, but if they conclude only that they “are not intelligent,” their understanding 
remains partial because it does not grasp the wider causes of the outcome. By contrast, an adequate idea 
would understand failure in relation to interconnected factors such as preparation, learning habits and 
anxiety.  

Similarly, a person may feel angry and accurately recognize that emotion yet misunderstand its causes by 
attributing it solely to another person’s behavior rather than to the complex interaction of prior 
experiences, expectations and present circumstances. Spinoza’s discussion of imagination and the first 
kind of knowledge in Part II, Proposition 40, Scholium 2, shows how human beings can form ideas from 
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partial encounters with things without possessing an adequate understanding of their causes (Spinoza, 
1996, II, P40, Sch. 2). Nadler (2006, pp. 161–176) argues that Spinoza’s distinction between adequate 
and inadequate ideas is fundamental to his theory of human cognition, since true understanding 
depends on grasping the causal order of things rather than relying on partial or confused sensory ideas.  

This provides a useful way of interpreting self-understanding. Consider a student who says, “I am 
anxious because I might fail.” This statement identifies an immediate relationship between an event and 
an emotional response, but it may not constitute an adequate understanding of the anxiety. Why has 
failure acquired such significance? Is the fear connected with parental expectations, social comparison, 
university admission, financial concerns or an understanding of academic performance as a measure of 
personal worth? The answer may involve several causes. 

Similarly, saying “I want to become a doctor because it is my dream” describes a desire but does not 
necessarily explain its formation. The desire may be deeply felt and entirely sincere while still being only 
partially understood. Reflective self-understanding, from a Spinozist perspective, therefore, involves 
moving from immediate awareness toward a clearer understanding of the causes and relations through 
which one’s experience is constituted. 

This does not imply that an individual can discover every cause of every thought or emotion. Human 
beings are finite parts of an extensive causal order, and their understanding is necessarily limited. 
Adequate understanding should therefore not be interpreted as complete self-knowledge. Rather, it 
involves replacing partial and confused understanding with increasingly adequate knowledge of the 
conditions through which things occur (Spinoza, 1996, II, P40, Sch. 2). 

The distinction also changes what it means to understand oneself. The self cannot be adequately 
understood as an isolated inner entity separated from its circumstances. To understand oneself requires 
understanding oneself within the relations and conditions in which one exists. This point provides a 
particularly important connection with the conception of reflective self-understanding developed in 
Chapter 2, which includes attention to the social, cultural, psychological and other conditions shaping 
one’s motivations and actions. 

3.3 Affects 

The epistemological distinction between inadequate and adequate ideas does not by itself explain why 
people can remain governed by experiences they do not understand. Spinoza’s theory of affects develops 
this point further by showing why incomplete understanding matters for human action. Affects involve 
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changes in the body’s power of acting and therefore influence how a person responds to the conditions 
in which they exist.  

In Part III of the Ethics, Spinoza defines an affect as an affection of the body by which the body’s power 
of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time, the idea of these affections 
(Spinoza, 1996, III, Def. 3). Affects are therefore not simply mental starts that occur independently of 
the body. They involve changes in an individual’s capacity to act, and the ideas associated with those 
changes.  
Spinoza’s account of affects is closely connected to his distinction between action and passion, which in 
turn corresponds to the distinction between activity and passivity. In Part III, Spinoza explains that we 
are active when we are the adequate cause of what occurs in us, whereas we are passive when we are only 
a partial cause of what occurs in us (Spinoza, 1996, Part III, Definition 2). Passion should therefore not 
be understood simply as experiencing a strong or unpleasant emotion. In Spinoza’s terminology, a 
person is passive when what happens in them is caused partly by factors outside their adequate causal 
understanding. Passion is thus directly related to passivity: to undergo a passion is to be affected in a way 
for which one is not the adequate cause.  

The distinction is important because Spinoza does not divide affects into simply “good” and “bad” 
emotions. The relevant issue is whether the individual is acting through adequate understanding or is 
being determined by causes that they only partially understand. A person might experience ambition, 
fear, pride, disappointment, envy or the desire for recognition and still need to examine how these affects 
have arisen and how they influence their capacity to act. A student who experiences intense anxiety after 
receiving a lower examination result may be aware of the anxiety without understanding its causes. The 
emotional response may involve fear of disappointing parents, comparison with classmates, expectations 
concerning university admission or an understanding of academic success as a measure of personal worth. 
The student experiences the affect immediately, but the causes contributing to it may remain obscure. 

For Spinoza, therefore, the response to an affect is not simply to suppress it. The question is whether its 
causes can increasingly be understood. This is where passive and active affects become relevant to the 
present study. When a person does not adequately understand an affect that influences them are passive 
in relation to it. A deeper understanding of the affect can increase their capacity to act intentionally 
rather than simply being acted upon. 

This gives reflective self-understanding a more precise meaning. It is not merely asking “What am I 
feeling?” but also “What is contributing to this feeling, how does it affect my capacity to act and how do 
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I understand those conditions?” Reflection thus becomes connected with the causal understanding of 
one’s experience. 

3.4 Freedom as Understanding 

Previous discussion leads to Spinoza’s conception of freedom. If human beings are necessarily situated 
within the causal order of nature, freedom cannot mean independence from causation. Spinoza 
explicitly rejects the idea that humans possess a special faculty of free will that operates outside natural 
necessity. Instead, the relevant distinction is between being determined through causes that one 
inadequately understands and acting through one’s own adequate understanding (Spinoza, 19967, I, 
Appendix). 

Freedom is therefore connected with the power to act rather than simply the ability to choose. A person 
who is strongly governed by external causes and passive affects may experience themselves as choosing 
freely while lacking adequate understanding of what determines their choice. By contrast, a person who 
develops adequate ideas gains greater capacity to act from their own nature. Spinoza develops this 
relationship between understanding, activity and freedom throughout Parts IV and V of the Ethics, 
particularly in his discussion of the transition from bondage toward greater power of action (Spinoza, 
1996, IV, Props. 1–18; V, Props. 3–10). 

This can be illustrated through the example of two students who choose the same profession. Both may 
say, “I chose this because I wanted it.” Yet one may have little awareness of the family expectations, social 
recognition, fear or economic assumptions contributing to the desire, while the other may have reflected 
on these influences and developed a clearer understanding of why the profession matters to him. Spinoza 
would not point out the second student absolutely free. Rather, the difference concerns the degree of 
understanding and power involved in their actions. 

Dahlbeck develops this point directly in relation to education. His discussion of Spinoza and the free-
will problem challenges educational conceptions of autonomy based on the assumption of an 
unconstrained will. (Dahlbeck, 2017, p. 731). From a Spinozist perspective, educational autonomy 
cannot be understood simply as the student’s ability to exercise an independent will or make choices free 
from external determination. Autonomy becomes a matter of developing a more adequate 
understanding of the factors that shape one’s thoughts, desires, and actions. According to this 
interpretation, if students cannot be separated from the social, psychological and natural conditions in 
which they develop, education cannot make them completely independent of those conditions. It may, 
however, contribute to their capacity to understand them. Freedom, in this sense, is not the absence of 
influence but a transformation in one’s relationship to the influences that shape one’s existence.  
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This distinction also clarifies why Spinozist freedom cannot be reduced to having a greater number of 
choices. A student may have several educational or career options and nevertheless remain passive in 
relation to the desires that make one option appear compelling. Conversely, understanding the 
conditions that contribute to a desire does not remove those conditions, but can alter the student’s 
relation to them. Freedom therefore concerns a change in the manner of being determined rather than 
an escape from determination. Educational autonomy may require not only opportunities to choose but 
also opportunities to understand the causes and assumptions involved in one’s choices. 

3.5 Reflective Self-Understanding in Spinoza 

The prior analysis allows Spinoza’s contribution to reflective self-understanding to be stated more 
precisely. First, Spinoza challenges the assumption that consciousness is equivalent to understanding. A 
person can be conscious of a desire without understanding its causes. Second, his distinction between 
adequate and inadequate ideas shows that understanding involves more than recognizing an immediate 
experience; it requires increasingly adequate knowledge of the relations and causes through which that 
experience arises. Third, his theory of affects demonstrates that emotions and desires are not simply 
obstacles to rational thought. They are part of the causal constitution of human life and therefore require 
understanding rather than merely suppression. Finally, his account of freedom connects greater 
understanding with greater capacity to act. 

Reflective self-understanding can therefore be given a specifically Spinozist formulation: Reflective self-
understanding involves developing increasingly adequate understanding of the causes and conditions 
through which one’s desires, affects, values and actions arise, thereby increasing one’s capacity to act 
through understanding rather than being passively governed by what one does not understand. 

This formulation develops, but also modifies, the provisional definition established in Chapter 2. It 
shifts the emphasis from reflection alone toward causal understanding. A student who says, “I am 
anxious about my examination,” is aware of an emotional state. A student who asks, “Why does this 
examination result have such power over my sense of worth and what conditions have contributed to 
this response?” moves closer to the kind of inquiry that Spinoza’s philosophy makes possible. Self-
understanding is therefore relational and causal rather than simply inward-looking. 

At the same time, Spinoza does not provide a model of complete self-knowledge. No individual can grasp 
the totality of the causal order within which they exist. Therefore, the educational significance of 
understanding must be understood in terms of increasing adequacy, rather than achieving perfect 
transparency to oneself. This limitation is consistent with Dahlbeck’s interpretation of Spinozist 
education. He identifies the student’s recognition of their “cognitive limitations” as a prerequisite for 
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developing an adequate understanding of natural causation (Dahlbeck, 2017, p. 739). Therefore, self-
understanding should not be understood as achieving complete knowledge of oneself. It includes an 
awareness of the limits of one’s own perspective and the complexity of the conditions within one exists.  

3.6 Educational Implications 

Spinoza’s philosophy becomes educationally significant when considered in relation to the problem 
established in Chapters 1 and 2. Academic knowledge, competence and professional preparation remain 
important aims of education, but students might pursue these goals while remaining insufficiently aware 
of the desires, affects and influences shaping their choices. From a Spinozist perspective, education can 
therefore provide opportunities for students to examine why particular goals matter to them and how 
their desires and responses are shaped by the conditions in which they live. 

The role of the teacher in this process is not to determine which ambitions students should have or to 
encourage them to reject family and social expectations. Rather, teachers can create conditions in which 
students are able to examine the assumptions, affects and influences involved in their judgments and 
decisions. Dahlbeck makes this educational implication explicit. He suggests “at the core of my proposed 
educational treatment of Spinoza’s autonomy is the promotion of the student’s endeavor to understand 
natural causation adequately” (Dahlbeck, 2017, p. 739). This suggests that the educational role of self-
understanding is not to produce decisions or behaviors, but to cultivate to understand the conditions 
thorough which their decisions and responses arise. Therefore, the aim is to support students in 
understanding how these influences operate in their lives rather than simply being governed by them. 

The central educational implication is that education may contribute to freedom of the students’ by 
increasing their capacity to understand the conditions that shape them. In this sense, reflective self-
understanding is connected with freedom because greater understanding of the causes of one’s desires 
and affects can increase one’s capacity to act rather than simply be governed by them. 

Spinoza thus offers one philosophical account of reflective self-understanding. Buddhist philosophy 
approaches the question differently, beginning from its accounts of suffering, craving, ignorance, 
conditioned experience and the self. The next chapter therefore examines what this alternative 
perspective reveals about the possibility of understanding oneself. 
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Chapter 4: Understanding Conditioned Experience in 
Buddhist Philosophy 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter approaches the question of this thesis from the Buddhist philosophical tradition. The 
Teravada Buddhist analysis considered here developed within a different historical, conceptual and 
religious context from Spinoza’s philosophy. Therefore, it should not be assumed at the outset that the 
two traditions offer equivalent accounts of the human person or of freedom. Their differences are 
particularly important concerning the nature of the self, the meaning of desire and the possibility of 
liberation. 

The relevance of Buddhist philosophy to the present study lies in its sustained examination of human 
dissatisfaction, craving, ignorance and conditioned experience. Rather than treating thoughts, emotions 
and desires as fixed properties of an independent self, Buddhist thought examines how experience arises 
through conditions and how patterns of attachment and misunderstanding contribute to 
dissatisfaction. This provides another way of approaching the question developed in Chapter 2: what 
does it mean to understand oneself? If human experience is conditioned and changing, then self-
understanding may not consist in discovering a permanent inner identity. It may instead involve 
understanding the processes through which thoughts, emotions, desires and attachments arise. 

The discussion begins with dukkha, which provides the Buddhist analysis of the unsatisfactory character 
of conditioned existence. It then considers taṇhā (craving) and avijjā (ignorance) as central to the 
continuation of dissatisfaction. The chapter subsequently examines conditioned experience and mental 
cultivation through yoniso manasikāra (wise attention), sati (mindfulness) and paṭicca-samuppāda 
(dependent origination). Finally, the implications of anattā (non-self) for reflective self-understanding 
are considered before turning to the educational significance of these ideas. These concepts are examined 
as philosophical resources that can contribute to educational thinking rather than as religious doctrines 
that students are expected to adopt.  

4.2 Dukkha  

The First element of the Four Noble Truths1 is dukkha which identifies as a fundamental feature of 
human existence. Although it is commonly translated as “suffering,” such a translation can be too 
narrow. Rahula (1974) explains that dukkha includes not only obvious forms of suffering but also 

 
1 The Four Noble Truths are the foundational framework of Buddhist philosophy: (1) dukkha -the reality of dissatisfaction 
or suffering; (2) taṇhā -craving as the origin of dukkha; (3) nirodha -the cessation of dukkha through the ending of craving; 
and (4) magga -the Noble Eightfold Path as the way leading to the cessation of dukkha (Rahula, 1974, p. 16).  
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imperfection, instability and the inability of conditioned things to provide lasting satisfaction (Rahula, 
1974, pp. 16-21). 

A person may experience difficulty, loss, illness or failure in an obvious sense. But dissatisfaction can 
also arise in situations that appear successful. A desired examination result may be achieved yet concern 
about the next examination can immediately emerge. University admission may be obtained, yet anxiety 
about future employment can follow. A professional position may be secured, yet the desire for greater 
recognition or financial security can continue.  

From the Buddhist perspective, this does not mean that achievement is meaningless. The problem 
concerns the expectation that changing conditions can provide permanent satisfaction. This distinction 
is particularly relevant to the educational context examined in this thesis; academic achievement, 
university admission, professional recognition and social mobility can provide real and important 
benefits. The argument is that dukkha raises a different question: Can achievements that depend upon 
changing conditions provide the kind of lasting fulfillment that people may expect from them? The 
question shifts attention from the achievement itself to the relationship between the individual and the 
achievement. 

A student may work toward a particular examination result for years. When the result is achieved, there 
may be genuine happiness and relief. Yet if the student’s sense of security depends entirely on 
maintaining a particular level of achievement, the satisfaction may remain unstable. Success can then 
create a new condition that must itself be protected. Buddhist analysis therefore makes it possible to 
distinguish between “I achieved what I wanted” and “I understand why I have come to depend upon 
this achievement for my sense of fulfillment”. The second statement is closer to the concern of reflective 
self-understanding. 

This does not require treating ambition or educational excellence as inherently problematic. Rather, the 
recognition of dukkha creates an opportunity to examine the expectations attached to them. If a student 
believes that a particular qualification, career or form of recognition will finally make them secure, 
successful or worthy, Buddhist philosophy invites examination of that expectation. In this sense, 
dukkha does not simply identify an unpleasant aspect of life. It becomes the starting point for inquiry 
into the relationship between desire, attachment, change and dissatisfaction. The Buddhist analysis 
moves from the recognition of dissatisfaction toward an investigation of its conditions. This leads to the 
Second Noble Truth and the concept of taṇhā. 

4.3 Taṇhā and Avijjā: Craving and Ignorance  

The Second Noble Truth, taṇhā concerns the arising or origin of dukkha. In the Buddha’s teaching, 
taṇhā, commonly translated as craving or thirst, is identified as a central condition in the continuation 
of suffering. Bodhi’s translation of the Saṃyutta Nikāya presents craving as directed toward renewed 
existence and toward the pursuit of desirable experience (Bodhi, 2000, p. 38). However, it is important 
not to translate taṇhā simply as all desires. Human beings need intentions, aspirations, preferences and 
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goals. The Buddhist problem concerns a particular form of wanting characterized by craving and 
attachment. Rahula (1974) similarly explains that craving is not restricted to sensual pleasure or material 
possessions. It can also involve attachment to ideas, views, opinions, ideals and conceptions (Rahula, 
1974, p. 21). This broader meaning is particularly relevant to educational achievement because 
individuals can become attached not only to particular objects but also to identities and ideas about who 
they should become.  

Therefore, a student may not simply want to become a doctor, lawyer, engineer, academic or another 
professional. The student may become attached to what such a position represents: prestige, security, 
recognition, family approval or a particular image of a successful person. The educational question is 
not whether the student should pursue that profession. The question is: What is the student expecting 
the achievement to provide? This distinction allows Buddhist philosophy to deepen the argument 
established in Chapter 2. Reflective self-understanding then requires examining not only what one 
wants, but also the manner in which one relates to what one wants. 

Closely related to craving are the three unwholesome roots (akusala-mūla): lobha (greed or attachment), 
dosa (hatred or aversion) and moha (ignorance or delusion). These are regarded as the fundamental 
mental tendencies that sustain suffering and shape human behavior. Greed encourages attachment to 
desirable experiences; aversion resists what is unpleasant and ignorance prevents individuals from seeing 
experience as it truly is. Together, they reinforce patterns of thought and behavior that keep people 
trapped in cycles of dissatisfaction (Gethin, 1998, p. 74). 

Buddhist philosophy identifies avijjā or moha, commonly translated as ignorance or not-knowing, as a 
fundamental condition underlying this problem. In Buddhism, avijjā refer to the misunderstanding of 
the nature of reality. Especially the conditioned, impermanent and unsatisfactory nature of experience 
(Rahula, 1974, pp. 3-5). A person can possess extensive knowledge and still be subject to avijjā. In the 
Buddhist context, the problem concerns a failure to understand the nature of experience as it actually is.  

From this perspective, intellectual achievement alone does not necessarily lead to wisdom or self-
understanding. A student may know how to solve complex mathematical problems, understand 
scientific theories or achieve excellent examination results while remaining uncertain about why failure 
produces such intense fear or why recognition has become so important.  

This provides an important parallel with the argument developed through Spinoza. In both cases, 
intellectual competence does not automatically amount to understanding the processes through which 
one’s own experience is shaped. However, the Buddhist analysis introduces a distinctive emphasis: the 
problem is not merely ignorance of particular causes but a deeper misunderstanding of conditioned, 
impermanent experience. This understanding leads naturally to the Buddhist analysis of the mind which 
is examined next. 
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4.4 Paṭicca-samuppāda: Dependent Origination 

The Buddhist analysis of the mind does not treat thoughts, emotions and intentions as permanent 
characteristics belonging to an unchanging self. It rather understands them as conditioned processes. 
The Abhidhamma later develops detailed analyses of mental factors (cetasikas), but the comprehensive 
treatment of Abhidhamma lies beyond the scope of this thesis.  

Paṭicca-samuppāda or dependent origination, provides an account of experience in terms of conditions. 
In the Saṃyutta Nikāya, Bodhi (2000) describes a sequence in which ignorance conditions formations, 
formations condition consciousness and subsequent conditions include contact, feeling, craving and 
clinging, culminating in suffering. For the present study, the significance of dependent origination lies 
in its emphasis on conditionality. An emotion such as anxiety, for example, need not be understood 
simply as a fixed characteristic of a person. It can be examined in relation to the conditions through 
which it arises and continues. The same applies to ambition, fear of failure, attachment to recognition 
or aversion to criticism. 

This changes the question of self-understanding. Instead of asking only, “What kind of person am I?” 
Buddhist perspective allows the question “What conditions give rise to the ways in which I experience 
and understand myself?” Such an approach does not imply that individuals can simply choose which 
mental states arise. Rather, it makes experience available for examination by drawing attention to its 
conditions. Bhikkhu Bodhi’s discussion of dependent origination similarly emphasizes that 
understanding the conditional relationships among its factors is itself part of the knowledge required 
for overcoming suffering (Bodhi, 2000) 

Understanding the mind in this way marks an important step toward self-understanding. When 
individuals begin to recognize that their thoughts, emotions and desires arise through conditions rather 
than existing as fixed realities, they become better able to respond with greater awareness and wisdom. 
This movement from automatic reaction to careful observation provides the foundation for the forms 
of mental cultivation discussed in the following section.  

4.5 Mental cultivation and the Noble Eightfold Path2 

Understanding conditioned experience requires more than acquiring conceptual information. Buddhist 
thought therefore gives an important place to disciplined cultivation of the mind. Yoniso manasikāra, 
commonly translated as wise or appropriate attention, directs attention to experience in a way that 

 
2 The Noble Eightfold Path is the fourth of the Four Noble Truths and consists of eight interrelated practices: sammā diṭṭhi 
(Right View), sammā saṅkappa (Right Intention), sammā vācā (Right Speech), sammā kammanta (Right Action), sammā 
ājīva (Right Livelihood), sammā vāyāma (Right Effort), sammā sati (Right Mindfulness) and sammā samādhi (Right 
Concentration) (Rahula, 1974, p. 45).  
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allows its conditions and implications to be examined rather than simply accepted at face value (Bodhi, 
2000, p. 413). 

This is closely related to sati or mindfulness. Rahula (1974) describes Right Mindfulness as careful 
awareness of the body, feelings, states of mind and mental phenomena, including attention to how 
mental states arise and disappear. Mindfulness, in this sense, is not simply relaxation or a technique for 
improving academic performance. It provides a way of observing experience before immediately 
reacting to it.  

For reflective self-understanding, this creates a movement from immediate reaction toward 
examination. A student experiencing anxiety after an examination result might therefore examine not 
only the feeling itself but also the expectations, interpretations and attachments associated with it. Such 
understanding is connected with mental cultivation, and it is further supported by the Noble Eightfold 
Path. Although the Noble Eightfold Path is an integrated framework, several factors are particularly 
relevant to the present study.  

Sammā Diṭṭhi (Right View) concerns understanding the nature of experience, including dukkha and its 
conditions. It provides a conceptual orientation within which experience can be examined rather than 
simply accepted at face value. Sammā Saṅkappa (Right Intention) concerns the intentions underlying 
action. This is relevant to reflective self-understanding because it directs attention toward the 
motivations from which actions arise. Sammā Vāyāma (Right Effort) concerns the cultivation of 
wholesome mental qualities and the reduction of unwholesome tendencies. It introduces a practical 
dimension: understanding is not separated from the gradual cultivation of how one responds. Sammā 
Sati (Right Mindfulness) involves careful awareness of bodily and mental experience. It creates a 
capacity to observe thoughts, feelings and mental states rather than immediately becoming identified 
with or governed by them (Rahula, 1974, pp. 45-49). 

These elements should not be reduced to techniques for improving academic performance. Their 
significance here lies in the way they connect understanding, observation, intention and transformation. 
Buddhist mental cultivation is not simply intellectual knowledge but an ongoing process through which 
individuals observe experience, recognize conditions and gradually develop wisdom. This is important 
for distinguishing Buddhist reflective self-understanding from a purely intellectual conception. 

A student may understand the concept of dukkha academically without recognizing how attachment 
operates in their own experience. They may be able to explain mindfulness without actually observing 
how fear, craving or aversion arise in their own mind. Buddhist philosophy therefore introduces a 
distinction between knowing about something and developing understanding through examination of 
experience. 

This distinction is especially useful for the educational argument. If education is concerned with 
reflective self-understanding, then providing students with information about emotions or values may 
not be sufficient. Educational experiences would need to create opportunities for students to examine 
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their own experience, question assumptions and develop greater awareness of how their mental patterns 
influence their actions. Yet this raises an important question. If one is asked to understand oneself, what 
exactly is the self that is supposed to be understood? This is where the Buddhist doctrine of anattā 
becomes essential. 

4.6 Reflective Self-Understanding and Anattā 

The concept of anattā or non-self, creates perhaps the most important challenge for the conception of 
reflective self-understanding developed in this thesis. The expression “self-understanding” can easily 
suggest that there is a stable inner self that exists behind one’s experiences and can eventually be 
discovered through reflection. Such an assumption would make self-understanding resemble an attempt 
to find one’s “true self.” Buddhist philosophy complicates this picture. 

The analysis of the person through the five aggregates; Rūpa (form), vedanā (feeling), saññā 
(perception), saṅkhāra (mental formations) and viññāṇa (consciousness), does not identify a permanent 
and independent self-existing behind these processes. Rather, what is ordinarily experienced as a person 
can be examined through changing and conditioned phenomena (Rahula, 1974, pp. 20-23). 

Rahula (1974) emphasizes that the Buddha’s teaching of anattā should not simply be interpreted as the 
claim that nothing exists. Rather, it challenges the idea of a permanent, unchanging, independent self 
that can be identified with the changing components of experience. This distinction matters 
considerably for the present thesis. If reflective self-understanding meant “discovering who I really am 
underneath all external influences,” then the Buddhist analysis would challenge the assumptions built 
into the formulation. 

The Buddhist alternative is closer to understanding the conditioned processes through which one’s 
experience of oneself arises. This does not make self-understanding impossible. It changes what 
understanding oneself means. A person can examine how feelings arise; how perceptions are formed; 
how intentions develop; how attachments emerge; how aversion operates; how consciousness responds 
to experience; and how these processes interact. But the result is not necessarily the discovery of a 
permanent entity called “the self.” 

This provides a significant refinement of the concept developed in Chapter 2. Reflective self-
understanding should not necessarily be understood as knowledge of a fixed self. It can instead refer to 
an ongoing capacity to examine the changing and conditioned processes through which one’s 
experience, motivations, values and actions develop. 

The aim is not to help students “find their true selves” in a simplistic sense. It is to create opportunities 
for them to investigate how their experiences, desires, values, emotions and patterns of action arise and 
change. Such understanding is therefore inherently ongoing. There may be no final point at which a 
person can say: “I now completely understand myself.” Instead, reflective self-understanding can be 
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understood as a continuing practice of examining experience and its conditions. This distinction will be 
important when Spinoza and Buddhism are brought into dialogue in Chapter 5. 

4.7 From Attachment to Understanding 

The Buddhist concepts discussed above can now be brought together. Dukkha identifies the problem 
of dissatisfaction. Taṇhā helps explain the role of craving and attachment in that dissatisfaction. Avijjā 
identifies a deeper form of misunderstanding. Paṭicca-samuppāda provides a framework for 
understanding experience as conditioned. Yoniso manasikāra and sati indicate ways of attending to 
experience more carefully. The analysis of anattā then challenges the assumption that the person is a 
permanent and independent self-standing behind these processes. Taken together, these ideas suggest 
that transformation does not begin simply by changing external circumstances. It begins with 
developing a different understanding of one’s experience. 

The story of Kisāgotamī, provides a useful illustration of this movement. According to the sutta 
pitaka, following the death of her only child, Kisāgotamī was overwhelmed by grief and sought a 
way to reverse the loss. When she was directed to Buddha, he asked her to obtain a handful of 
mustard seeds from a household that had never experienced death. As she went from household to 
household, she discovered that every family had experienced the loss of a loved one. Through this 
experience, she gradually realized that death is a universal part of human life rather than a tragedy 
unique to herself. Her understanding of her own experience changed through what she encountered 
rather than through receiving a simple verbal explanation (Narada, 1998, pp. 634-646).  

The philosophical importance of the story for this thesis lies in the relationship between experience and 
understanding. The external event, the death of her child, was not changed. What changed was her 
understanding of the event and her relationship to her attachment. This illustrates a distinction that is 
important for education. Education cannot guarantee that students will avoid disappointment, failure, 
uncertainty, loss or frustration. Nor can it remove all the external conditions that shape their lives. It 
may, however, create opportunities for learners to examine their responses to those experiences. 

A student who fails an examination cannot simply make the failure disappear. But the student may be 
able to investigate the fear, shame, disappointment or attachment that arises in response to it. Similarly, 
a student may not be able to change every social expectation surrounding education. But they may 
develop a greater capacity to understand how those expectations influence their own aspirations. 

The educational significance of the Buddhist perspective therefore lies less in changing external 
outcomes and more in developing a different relationship with experience. The transformation occurs 
not because circumstances necessarily change but because understanding changes. This does not mean 
that Buddhist philosophy recommends passive acceptance of all circumstances. The Noble Eightfold 
Path itself involves intention, effort, mindfulness and cultivation. The point is instead that effective 
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transformation requires understanding the conditions involved rather than simply reacting to their 
immediate appearance. 

4.8 Educational Implications 

The Buddhist perspective developed in this chapter suggests that education can involve more than the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills. Buddhist philosophy draws attention to the learner’s relationship 
with desire, attachment, dissatisfaction and changing experience. This understanding also broadens the 
role of the teacher. As illustrated through the story of Kisāgotamī, understanding is not always achieved 
by providing direct answers. Instead, teachers can create learning environments that encourage 
observation, inquiry and critical reflection. Learning becomes a process in which students actively 
engage with their own experiences rather than passively receiving information. In this way, education 
supports not only intellectual development but also the gradual cultivation of wisdom.  

Therefore, the educational significance of the Buddhist perspective can be expressed as follows: 
education may contribute to reflective self-understanding by creating opportunities for learners to 
examine dissatisfaction, craving, assumptions and conditioned patterns of experience. Unlike a purely 
introspective model, this understanding does not assume a fixed self-waiting to be discovered. It 
concerns an ongoing examination of the conditions through which experience arises and changes. 

Buddhist philosophy therefore offers a distinctive account of the problem developed in this thesis. 
Whereas Spinoza places particular emphasis on understanding the causes of affects and increasing one’s 
capacity to act, Buddhism adds an analysis of dukkha, craving, ignorance, conditionality, mental 
cultivation and anattā. These similarities and differences provide the basis for bringing the two 
traditions into dialogue in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 33 

Chapter 5: Rethinking the Aims  

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters examined Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy as two different approaches to 
understanding human experience. Chapter 3 examined Spinoza’s account of human bondage, affects, 
adequate ideas and freedom, showing that being conscious of one’s desires and actions does not 
necessarily mean understanding the causes through which they arise. For Spinoza, greater understanding 
of these causes relates to a greater capacity to act rather than simply being governed by external causes 
and passive affects (Spinoza, 1996; Nadler, 2006; Dahlbeck, 2017). 

Chapter 4 examined selected Buddhist concepts including dukkha, taṇhā, avijjā, dependent 
origination, wise attention, mindfulness and anattā. Rather than approaching the problem through 
Spinoza’s account of necessity and freedom, Buddhist philosophy directs attention toward conditioned 
experience, craving, ignorance and attachment. It also challenges the assumption that understanding 
oneself means discovering a permanent and independent self (Rahula, 1974; Gethin, 1998). 

The purpose of this chapter is not to combine these traditions into a single philosophical system. Their 
accounts of the self, causation, freedom and human transformation remain substantially different. 
Instead, the chapter asks what becomes visible when these differences are placed in dialogue and what 
this dialogue contributes to the educational problem developed in this thesis. The central argument is 
that both perspectives help illuminate a distinction between experiencing one’s desires, emotions and 
aspirations and understanding the conditions through which they arise. This distinction provides the 
basis for refining the concept of reflective self-understanding and considering its significance for the 
aims of education in Sri Lanka. 

5.2 What the Dialogue Reveals 

The most important contribution of bringing Spinoza and Buddhism into dialogue is that both direct 
attention beyond immediate experience. However, they do so from different philosophical positions 
and therefore reveal different dimensions of the same educational problem. 

For Spinoza, human beings can be conscious of their thoughts, desires and actions without adequately 
understanding their causes. A person may therefore experience a desire as their own choice while 
remaining unaware of the external and internal conditions that have contributed to that desire. 
Spinoza’s account of human bondage is grounded precisely in this limited understanding: individuals 
can be affected by causes that they do not adequately understand and can consequently be governed by 
passive affects (Spinoza, 1996). Nadler (2006) explains this condition within Spinoza’s broader 
naturalistic framework, in which human beings are not outside Nature but are subject to the same causal 
order of which they are a part. 
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Buddhist philosophy approaches the issue differently. Rather than asking primarily how freedom is 
possible within a necessary causal order, it examines the conditions through which dissatisfaction and 
attachment arise. Avijjā and taṇhā are particularly important here. Avijjā should not be understood 
simply as a lack of information; a person may possess extensive knowledge while still failing to 
understand experience adequately. Taṇhā, similarly, should not be reduced to every form of desire. It 
refers more specifically to craving and attachment (Bodhi, 2000; Rahula, 1974). 

This distinction is important for the educational problem. A student may want to become a doctor, 
lawyer, engineer or another socially valued professional without examining why that particular goal has 
become desirable. Similarly, a student may know that they fear failure without examining what failure 
means to them or why it has acquired such significance. The issue is therefore not simply whether 
students know what they want. It is whether they can examine the conditions through which they have 
come to want it. 

The dialogue becomes particularly useful when considering desire. Spinoza’s concept of conatus means 
that striving is fundamental to human existence. Therefore, education cannot reasonably be based on 
the assumption that ambition itself is a problem. Buddhist philosophy likewise requires a distinction 
between ordinary intentions and taṇhā, rather than treating all wanting as something that must be 
eliminated. Rahula (1974) notes that craving can extend beyond material objects to attachment to ideas, 
views, ideals and conceptions of who one should become. 

Consequently, the relevant educational question is not “Should students desire success?” It is “What 
kind of relationship do students have with the success they desire?” 

Consider the same example as earlier: the two students who chose same career paths. Both may 
eventually achieve the same qualifications and enter the same profession. Yet one may have developed 
the aspiration through sustained interest and reflection, while another may have become strongly 
attached to medicine because it represents prestige, family approval, financial security or social 
recognition. The external achievement alone cannot reveal this difference. 

This distinction matters beyond the student’s private life. The way an individual understands an 
aspiration can influence how that person responds to failure, relates to others and eventually exercises 
professional responsibilities. The point is not that one motivation can simply be labeled “authentic” and 
another “inauthentic.” Rather, Spinoza directs attention toward the causes producing the desire, while 
Buddhism directs attention toward attachment, craving and the conditions sustaining it. The dialogue 
therefore makes visible a dimension of education concerned with the quality of the individual’s 
relationship to the goals they pursue. 

The same point applies to emotion. Spinoza’s account of affects does not treat emotions as irrational 
disturbances that should simply be suppressed. A person dominated by an affect they do not adequately 
understand remains passive in relation to it; increasing understanding can increase their capacity to 
respond (Spinoza, 1996, III, Def. 2). Buddhist philosophy adds a different dimension through sati and 
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yoniso manasikāra. Mental states can be attended to and examined rather than simply followed. This 
means that an experience such as examination anxiety can become an object of inquiry. A student might 
ask: Why am I afraid of this result? What do I believe failure says about me? Whose expectations am I 
trying to satisfy? What assumptions about success are operating in my response? 

Here the two traditions converge without becoming identical. Spinoza contributes an emphasis on 
understanding causes, while Buddhism contributes an emphasis on attending to conditioned experience 
and examining craving, attachment and ignorance. In both cases, understanding is not merely the 
possession of information. It changes the individual’s relationship to experience. 

At the same time, their differences establish important boundaries around the argument. The most 
significant concerns the self. Spinoza understands the human being as a particular mode of Nature 
within a necessary causal order. Although this rejects the idea of an independent individual, Spinoza 
nevertheless retains an account of the individual whose power to act can increase through adequate 
understanding. Buddhism goes in a different direction through anattā, challenging the assumption that 
there is a permanent and independent self-underlying experience (Rahula, 1974). 

This means that the thesis cannot use “self-understanding” to mean discovering a permanent inner 
identity. If reflective self-understanding meant finding the person one “really is” underneath social and 
cultural influences, the concept would sit uneasily with the Buddhist analysis of anattā. The Buddhist 
perspective therefore places an important limitation on the concept by preventing it from becoming 
essentialist. 

The two traditions also differ in their understanding of freedom. Spinoza develops freedom in relation 
to necessity: greater freedom involves greater understanding of the causes through which one’s existence 
and actions are determined. Buddhist philosophy is not organized around exactly the same metaphysical 
problem. Its central concern is the cessation of dukkha through wisdom, practice and the overcoming 
of craving and ignorance. It would therefore be misleading to claim that both traditions define freedom 
in the same way. 

The conclusion is that both give understanding a transformative role in changing how human beings 
relate to the conditions of their experience, although they understand that transformation differently. 

The dialogue is therefore constructive rather than synthetic. Spinoza and Buddhism do not produce a 
single theory of the self or freedom. Instead, their convergences illuminate the importance of 
understanding the conditions of one’s experience, while their divergences prevent the resulting 
educational concept from becoming either a theory of an independent self or a claim that understanding 
produces unrestricted freedom. 
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5.3 Refining the Concept of Reflective Self-Understanding 

The dialogue makes it possible to distinguish self-awareness from reflective self-understanding. Self-
awareness can refer simply to knowing one’s personality, recognizing one’s strengths and weaknesses, 
identifying one’s preferences or being aware of one’s emotions. These forms of knowledge can be 
valuable, but they do not necessarily involve questioning how these characteristics, preferences and 
values have developed. 

Reflective self-understanding is more demanding. It involves the capacity to examine one’s desires, 
aspirations, motivations, emotions, affective responses, values, assumptions, attachments, patterns of 
actions and other conditions that shape them. It also requires recognizing that one’s present 
understanding of oneself may be incomplete. 

The dialogue between Spinoza and Buddhism gives this concept two important dimensions. From 
Spinoza, it gains an emphasis on causal understanding: What contributes to this desire, emotion or 
action? Why does this particular goal have such significance for me? What conditions have contributed 
to my response? From Buddhism, it gains an emphasis on conditioned experience and critical attention: 
How does this experience arise? What forms of craving, attachment or misunderstanding are involved? 
Can the experience be observed without immediately identifying it with a permanent self? 

On this basis, the concept can be defined as follows: Reflective self-understanding is the capacity to 
examine one’s desires, emotions, values, assumptions, motivations and actions in relation to the 
conditions through which they arise, while remaining open to revising one’s understanding of oneself 
and one’s conception of what is valuable. 

Reflective self-understanding does not culminate in the discovery of a final and permanent identity. The 
question is not simply “Who am I really?” but rather “How have I become the person I currently 
understand myself to be and what conditions continue to shape this understanding?” 

This distinction is important for the educational argument because students’ aspirations are not formed 
in isolation. As revealed in early chapters they develop within families, schools, peer groups, economic 
circumstances and wider social expectations. Samarakoon et al., (2016), for example, demonstrate the 
important relationship between youth aspirations, educational targets and social mobility in Sri Lanka. 
Education has historically been an important route toward employment and upward social mobility. 
The concept of reflective self-understanding therefore does not ask students to reject these aspirations. 
It asks whether they have opportunities to examine how such aspirations have become meaningful to 
them. 

The earlier thought experiment concerning a person who suddenly learns that they have only three 
months left to live helps illustrate this point. The purpose of the example is not to claim that death 
reveals a single “true” meaning of life. Rather, it demonstrates that a person’s evaluation of their 
achievements can change when their circumstances and perspective change. The achievements 
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themselves remain the same, but their perceived value may change. This distinction exposes an 
important difference between pursuing a goal and reflecting on why that goal has become valuable. 
Education traditionally has considerable capacity to help students pursue goals. It teaches knowledge, 
skills and qualifications required to reach them. The argument of this thesis is that education could also 
provide opportunities for students to examine the formation of those goals. Reflective self-
understanding therefore does not tell students what they should value. It asks whether they have had 
sufficient opportunity to examine how what they value has been formed. 

5.4 Rethinking Education in Sri Lanka 

The refined concept of reflective self-understanding can be returned to the Sri Lankan educational 
context. The concern arises when educational success in Sri Lanka becomes understood primarily 
through externally visible achievement, while the learner’s relationship to those achievements remains 
relatively unexplored. This concern is supported by research on students’ educational experiences. 
Senarath (2020) identifies examination-related stress, self-expectations, parental pressure and the 
importance attached to examination results among Sri Lankan students. Research by Gunasekara and 
Jayasekara (2021) similarly identifies pressure associated with GPA and academic failure among 
undergraduates at the University of Ruhuna. More recent qualitative research involving Sri Lankan 
school students and teachers also identifies academic pressure and competition within home and school 
environments (Mudunna et al., 2026). These studies demonstrate that students’ emotional experiences 
are already part of educational life. The philosophical question is therefore: Should education merely 
manage the consequences of these experiences, or should it also create opportunities for students to 
understand them? 

This question becomes particularly important because Sri Lankan educational policy has already 
articulated broader aims. The 1997 reforms identified self-realization, lifelong learning, humanistic 
values and balanced mental and physical development among their principal elements. Later reforms 
continued to include broader concerns such as life competencies, citizenship and holistic development. 
Therefore, the argument of this thesis is not a criticism that Sri Lankan policy has ignored personal 
development. Rather, the more precise question is what personal development should mean at the level 
of the individual. Reflective self-understanding is proposed here as one philosophical interpretation of 
that broader educational aim.  

If education is expected to contribute to self-realization, it should create opportunities for students to 
examine the motivations and assumptions underlying their educational and professional aspirations. 
This involves encouraging learners to reflect on why particular goals matter to them, what gives 
achievement its personal value, and how their ambitions have been shaped by family, society, and other 
influences. It also requires examining emotional responses to success and failure, the extent to which 
recognition from others affects their choices, and the assumptions about a successful life that guide their 
decisions. Such inquiry shifts the focus from merely pursuing goals to understanding the desires, values, 
and expectations through which those goals acquire meaning.  
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These concerns need not become a separate subject called “self-understanding.” They could become a 
dimension of existing educational practices. For example, after an important examination, students 
might reflect not only on their results but also on their experience of preparing for it: what motivated 
them, how they responded to pressure, what they believed failure would mean and how comparison 
with others influenced their experience. Similarly, career education could move beyond asking students 
simply what occupation they want and include opportunities to examine why that occupation appeals 
to them, what they value about it and what expectations have influenced their choice.  

However, the purpose should not be to lead students toward predetermined answers. If reflective self-
understanding became another school requirement in which students were expected to demonstrate the 
“correct” values or produce an officially approved conception of a good life, it could reproduce the very 
problem identified by this thesis. The aim is not to replace one externally imposed conception of success 
with another. 

Instead, education should create conditions for inquiry. As Dahlbeck demonstrate educational 
autonomy is involved in increasing students’ understanding of the way that things happen around them. 
Further, referring to Julie Klein’s discussion of Spinoza and Maimonides, Dahlbeck and Roth (2024) 
note that, regardless of one’s degree of achievement, “the more we cultivate our powers of 
understanding, studying ourselves and the world, and the more we cultivate our desires, ‘the more 
pleasure in living [we] experience’” (Dahlbeck and Roth, 2024, p. 250). This shows that education is 
valuable not merely because it enables individuals to acquire knowledge or achieve external success, but 
because it helps them build a deeper understanding of themselves and the world that eventually leads 
toward human flourishing. 

The same principle can be applied to educational aspirations. Education does not need to tell students 
whether becoming a doctor, engineer, teacher, entrepreneur or artist is the best choice. It can instead 
help students examine the reasons, expectations and values through which they evaluate those 
possibilities. The goal is not to produce students who are less ambitious, but students who are more 
reflective about their ambitions. It is not to eliminate competition, but to enable students to examine 
what competition means to them and how it affects their lives. It is not to remove family, cultural or 
social expectations, but to help students recognize and critically examine the influence these 
expectations have on their aspirations. It is not to promise complete independence from the conditions 
that shape human beings because both Spinoza and Buddhism make such a promise philosophically 
problematic. The more modest educational aim is to cultivate a greater capacity to understand the 
conditions through which one’s experience, values and choices develop. 

Reflective self-understanding therefore offers a way of extending the aims of education in Sri Lanka 
without rejecting its existing attainments. It asks education to cultivate not only what a person can 
achieve, but also the capacity to reflectively understand the desires, values, emotions, assumptions and 
conditions through which that person decides what is worth achieving. This is the sense in which 
reflective self-understanding can be understood as a complementary dimension of what it means to 
become educated. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This thesis began with a concern about the aims of education in Sri Lanka. The study clarifies that 
academic knowledge, examination achievement, professional preparation and social mobility are 
important educational purposes, particularly where educational qualifications provide access to further 
education, employment and economic security. Therefore, the problem examined in this study was 
whether achievement alone provides a sufficient account of educational development.  

The concept reflective self-understanding is applied to address the problem and developed it through a 
philosophical dialogue between Spinoza and Buddhist philosophy. Spinoza provided one way of 
understanding why consciousness of one’s desires and actions does not necessarily amount to 
understanding them. His account of bondage, affects and adequate understanding showed that human 
beings are shaped by causes they may only partially understand and that greater understanding of these 
causes can increase their capacity to act. Buddhist philosophy approached the problem differently 
through dukkha, taṇhā, avijjā, conditioned experience, mental cultivation and anattā. It drew 
attention to craving and attachment, to the conditioned character of experience and to the difficulty of 
treating the self as something permanent and independent. 

Bringing these perspectives into dialogue did not show that Spinoza and Buddhism hold the same 
philosophical position. Their accounts of freedom, the self and human transformation remain different. 
The significance of the dialogue lies instead in what these differences and points of convergence reveal 
about self-understanding. Both perspectives challenge the assumption that individuals have transparent 
access to the forces shaping their desires, emotions and actions, and both direct attention beyond 
immediate experience toward the conditions through which it arises. Spinoza contributes particularly 
to an understanding of causal determination and freedom, while Buddhist philosophy adds attention to 
conditioned experience, craving, mental cultivation and non-self. The dialogue therefore makes it 
possible to move beyond a general appeal to students simply “knowing themselves.” 

On this basis, this study defines reflective self-understanding as the capacity to critically examine one’s 
desires, emotions, values, assumptions, motivations and actions in relation to the conditions through 
which they arise, while remaining open to revising one’s understanding of oneself and one’s conception 
of what is valuable. This understanding is reflective because it requires examination rather than mere 
awareness. It is conditioned because the person is understood in relation to social, cultural, psychological 
and other influences; and it is open-ended because it does not assume that reflection eventually reveals 
a fixed or permanent “true self.” Reflective self-understanding is therefore less concerned with 
discovering “who I really am?” than with developing the capacity to examine “how I have come to desire, 
value and understand myself in the ways that I presently do?” 

This refined concept also clarifies the educational argument of the thesis. Reflective self-understanding 
is not proposed as an alternative to academic knowledge, competence or achievement. Rather, it is a 
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complementary educational aim. Education inevitably participates in shaping students’ aspirations, 
judgments and conceptions of success. It therefore has a reason to create opportunities for students not 
only to pursue educational goals but also to examine how those goals have become meaningful to them. 
The educational question is consequently not simply What does the student want to achieve? but also 
Why has this become worth achieving, and what conditions have contributed to that understanding? 
Such questioning does not prescribe what students should value. Its purpose is to develop their capacity 
to examine the values and motivations through which they direct their lives. 

The thesis has not characterized Sri Lankan education simply as an examination system concerned only 
with academic performance. Sri Lankan educational policy has itself articulated broader aspirations 
including self-realization, competence, balanced development, humanistic values and life competencies. 
At the same time, the educational context discussed in this thesis shows why the relationship between 
achievement and personal development deserves attention. Examinations, professional aspirations and 
social mobility remain significant, while students’ educational experiences may also involve 
competition, parental expectations, fear of failure and pressure surrounding achievement. Reflective 
self-understanding provides one way of giving greater conceptual substance to the broader 
developmental aims already present in Sri Lankan educational thinking. 

The practical implication is not that schools should teach Spinoza or Buddhist philosophy, nor that a 
separate curriculum of introspection should replace academic learning. The philosophical traditions 
used in this thesis function as resources for thinking about education rather than doctrines to be 
transmitted to students. Educational environments could instead create appropriate opportunities for 
students to reflect on aspirations, responses to success and failure, career choices, values and assumptions 
about what constitutes a successful life. Teachers would not determine which ambitions students ought 
to have. Their role would be to create conditions in which students can investigate the influences and 
assumptions involved in their own judgments. In this way, reflection can accompany academic learning 
rather than compete with it. 

The contribution of this study is primarily conceptual. It identifies a distinction between educational 
achievement and the understanding of the person who pursues that achievement, develops reflective 
self-understanding as a possible educational aim. The study further uses the dialogue between Spinoza 
and Buddhist philosophy to give that concept philosophical precision. Its contribution to the Sri 
Lankan context is therefore not a new curriculum or educational model, but a way of reconsidering 
what broader aims such as self-realization and personal development might require. 

At the same time, several limitations should be acknowledged. This research is philosophical rather than 
empirical and therefore relies primarily on conceptual analysis and the interpretation of philosophical 
texts. While existing studies concerning the experiences of Sri Lankan students were used to support the 
educational discussion, the thesis did not investigate students’ or teachers’ experiences directly. In 
addition, the study focused specifically on Spinoza and Teravāda Buddhist philosophy. Other 
philosophical traditions may offer further perspectives on self-understanding and educational aims that 
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were beyond the scope of the present research. Likewise, the study did not seek to design a curriculum 
or evaluate specific educational policies, as its primary purpose was to contribute to educational theory.  

These limitations also point toward opportunities for future research. Further empirical studies could 
explore how students and educators understand self-understanding within Sri Lankan schools and 
universities and investigate how opportunities for reflection are currently experienced in educational 
settings. Future research might also examine how self-understanding can be supported through existing 
educational practices or expand the philosophical dialogue by considering additional educational 
thinkers and philosophical traditions. Comparative studies involving different educational systems may 
also contribute to a deeper understanding of how educational aims are shaped by cultural and social 
contexts. 

Ultimately, the argument of this thesis is that the capacity to achieve and the capacity to understand 
what one is trying to achieve are different dimensions of educational development. Education shapes 
not only what students know and what they can do, but also the aspirations, values and understandings 
through which they orient themselves toward their future. For this reason, educational success cannot 
be exhausted by asking what a student has achieved. It can also ask how the student understands what 
they are pursuing, why it matters to them, and what has shaped that understanding. 

The central proposition of the thesis can therefore be stated simply: education should not only cultivate 
what a person can achieve, it should also cultivate the capacity to reflectively understand the desires, 
values, emotions, assumptions and conditions through which that person decides what is worth 
achieving. In this sense, reflective self-understanding should be understood as complementary to 
existing educational aims, rather than a replacement. It is a possible dimension of what it means to 
become educated. 
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