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FOREWORD

Bver since Dr. Albert Schweitzer’s statement on
the Tirukkural of Tiruvalluvar drew the attention of the
world to the philosophy of world -~ affirmation, the
study of Tiruvalluvar’s thoughts has received a new
impetus. The Tamil world of scholorship has shown
a quick response to it, as the plethora of recent
writing on the subject in Tamil a8 weﬁg ‘in English
would show. We are fortunate indeed in being able
to place before the literary public of the world, the
thoughts of distinguished writers on this great Tamil
classic.

The author of this booklet is a great scholar in
Tamil and a linguist, author, and lexicographer and is
bringing out an up-to-date commentary on Tirukkural
himself. His ideas on Tirukkural are qmte ite out of the
beaten track, but as he kindly admits, they are based
on the niéw light thrown on the problem by Schweitzer
as also by the questions raised against tne orthodox
conceptions by the grear recent leaders of Tamil

thought.

We are grateful to the author for allowing his
valuable thoughts to reach the public through us, and
we hope the public would welcome our new venture
and encourage us in bringing out works of the kind
that introduce to the world the great heritage of the
Tamil people.

SEKAR PATHMIPPAGAM
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THE MIND AND THOUGHT
OF

TIRUVALLUVAR

1. The Universalism of Tirukkural

The illustrious Tirukkural of Tiruvalluvar is easily the best-
read Tamil work among the Tamils themselves: it also happens
to be the best-known and the most oft-translated Tamil work in
the various other languages of India and the world. So far as
we know, it has kept up this place of honour all along the
history of the Tamils. For there is not a single literary work in
Tamil from the days of the Tolkappiyam and the Sangam
Classics to the national poems of Bharati and Bharatidasan of
our own day, that has not paid its tribute to Tiruvalluvar either
by direct praise or by quoting from him or by using his own
characteristic words, phrases or ideas amidst their own as a
mark of their appreciation of his inimitable splendour,

The laurel that this great God-Poet has won in Tamilnad
is but as a spark to the full effulgence of his glory in the wide
world of Tetters afong different religions and different peoples,
talking different languages, paying allegiance to different
religions and creeds and belonging to different ages and perjods.
It appears that this bas been the case even a thousand and odd
years ago. For an ancient Tamil poet that goes under the name
of Kalladanar has thus sung about him,
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¢ Truth is this’ says one,
“Not that’ says quite another’
¢ Nay, neither; quite different’
Cry those of the six creeds :
But, ° Truth is this: this is good’
Agree all the six:
Such is the excellence
Of the word Muppal* of Tiruvalluvar !®

The six creeds of the days of Kalladanar have since then
ramified into sixand sixty or more in our own days and promise
to grow veritably into six hundred and sixty-six in the future.
But like the Fixed Stars in the distant spaces of the heavens,
Tiruvalluvar’s Tirukkural seems to hold its place unalterably.
as the Umversal Book of Humanity for all ages and climes.

What is the secret of this highly remarkable, almost tanlaliz-
ing universalism ?

To begin with, it is not merely universalism, but modernism
that is so remarkable in Tirukkural.

In postulating a humanistic ethics quite independent
of heaven or hell, of sin or merit in the religious sense
of the term ; in setting at naught all distinctions of
caste or creed, race or varna, class or sex; in bestow-
ing the highest respect to the individual man and in
insisting on the equality of rights as well'as duties; in
giving_emphasis to -a life of action based on mental
pu"rxty and love; ; in cschewmg all but strict monotheism
in religion and strict monogamy based on Platonic and
intelleetual pleasires of love in family - relationship,
establishing the former on the Fatherhood of God
and the Brotherhood and Sistethood of Man anc
‘the latter on the highest and the most productive and
permanent good of the race itself; in building up a

1 Muppal (the Triple Path) is the ancient name of the work Tirukkural
of Tiruvalluvar,
2 ‘oar@p Qura@er’ ercrefier, ‘Cargy’erdrs ; *Cou gy’ eréreafidr
SET D STRTL G DFWDU S ST —BET DI T ETRT
ST LT Oarpid Bl suergre @i
Eyu.':uni) Quor 55 Quoryd,



3

Philosopby of Life whose apex is God-in-Man and
God-in-Human-L.ife, whose base is Nature and whose
ambit holds all human l1fe——famxly, state, religion and

all of human art and culfuré in one single sweep; 'if
formulating a state wedded to the collective as well
as individual welfare, adjusted so nicely as to act and
react upon each other favourably; in raising Woman
to a high pedestal from which she is to fulfil her own
special mission of rearing and regenerating mankind; in
blending together harmoniously into one T/i}iegated
thread the multifarious ideals of knowledge and power,
goodness and beauty and truth; in breaking off all
barriers between this world and the next, between the
real and the ideal, between the practical or the worldly
and the spiritual, between the interests of the classes
against those of the masses and between the various
arenas of life—the family, the society, the state and
religion; in spinning and weaving all these into one in-
‘divisible secular-spiritual activity starting from Nature
iand passing along the road of life and proceeding for
sever towards the eternal goal of perfection, the . _God-
head; in doing all this and more, we may say, Tiru-
valluvar the Poet-Saint-Philosopher of all time and of
all climes appears to be extraordinarily ultra-modern,,

_if he is not ultra-West as well.

o =

Tirukkural is better known to the world abroad than the
language and the land of its birth, albeit in a manner confined
to a limited circle of intellectuals all over the world. Despite
the 1nadequac1es and 1mperfect10ns of many of its foreign
tanslatxons, “the a]l-conquermg “Universality of its appeal is
tuch that it has permeated every land and every age, every tongue
and every creed, and has wou unstinting tributes from even those
whose knowledge of the Tamil language, literature or culture
is otherwise negligible.

Even under these circumstances, the great thinker of recent
days, Alfred Schweitzer has remarked, while referring to this,
work, that it has been the leaven that continually mspn—cdi
and embellished the evolution of religious thought in Indiaj
all through the centuries from the age of the Vedas to that oﬁ‘
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Saint Ramakrishna and his great disciple, Swami Vivekananda,
of Mahatma Gandhi and Poet Tagore.

This universalism and modernism—we may almost say— this
seeming advance far ahead of the march of times, cannot on
the face of it, be a mere accident of history. Nor can it be the
effect of a mere eclecticism as may appear at the outset and
as is believed to be the case by the public at large. For whatever
be the period in which this great Poet-Saint-Philosopher lived
and thought and wrote—whether he lived in the early centuries
B.C. or A.D. as is held by the majority of the Indian Scholars,
or far earlier, as the present author finds reason to believes
or even quite later, during the 5th or the 7th century AD, as
the venerable late #r. Vaiyapuri Pillai chose to hold, quite
irrespective of the period of the work itself, the theory of eclec~
ticism has to be given up once for all as one that can hold no
water. As a matter of fact even if, for the sake of argument,
we concede that he lived in the 20th century somewhere in the
“East or the West, one would feel quite surprised at his hinting
at developments of guite recent days—take for example his ideal
‘(vide coupletes 739, 734 and 731) of a welfare state that has
come upon our intellectual democratic world quite in the
decades following the Second World War !

Tirukkural appears to us to bridge up the gulfs between all
creeds—not only ancient ones Jike Saivism and Vaishnavism
of the Hindu fold, Mithraism, Buddhism, Jainism and Judaism
of the amcent world and Christianty and Islam of the middle
period of history, but also quite recent ones like Sikhism,
Brahmoism and Aryanism (Arya Samaj).

A perusal of the following chapters of this booklet will
show that Tirukkural successfully spans the great chasm that
has existed and exists beltween the creéds and culturés of East
and West, as also between the various schools of thought in
philosophy, politics, religion or art in the different periods of
the ancient, mediaeval or modern world, both East and West,

If the secret of Tiruvalluvar’s remarkable universalism
apd modernism cannot be accounted for as due to eclecticism
or a reconciliation of differances actually seen or felt by him,
we have to probe deeper into the matter to explain these
attributes
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We see many of the distinctive features of Tamil religion
and culture foreshadowed in Tirukkural. For example, his
ide of a casteless, classless society (vide couplet 972) finds its
echo in the songs of the Saiva and Vaishnava saints of Tamil-
nad, the Nayanmars and Alwars of the first millennium of the
Christian era. His love of the good for its own sake, irrespetive”
of its rewards hére or €lsewhére, now or hereafter (vide couplet
222}, is insisted on in the Sangam classics and in Manimekalai,
even through the fatter is a Buddhist epic. Instances like these
can be cited ad infinitum from the Tamil poets of every age and
every school of thought or creed or religion.

Rightly or wrongly, one particuler couplet of Tirukkural
(55) has had an exceptional influence on the thought and|
beliefs of the people in Tamilnad as well as in other parts of India

and abroad. The couplet seems to hint, or at any rate; has
been taken to hint at a subtle connection between Karpu or
Chastity of a woman and the fall of timely rain from the
heavens. The same couplet also seems to talk of a chaste
woman as one who would not deign to pay homage to any
other deity but her own lord. Both these ideas are repeated
parrot-like throughout Tamil literature from the days of the
Sangam. Vestiges of these beliefs are found in may placeS:
of India and South Eastern Asia, not to say of regions beyond.
A veritable Creed of Chastity (Pattini cult) has left its mark
on the rural folk in India, Ceylon and China.

The universalism and modemism of Tiruvalluvar's!
Tirukkural thus appear to be due really to its far - reaching,
though silent influence over the evolution of religion and
culture, thoughts and ideas of people in Tamilnad and India in
particular, and of the wider world in general, in the course of
ages,

Students of English literature often wonder why the English
of the Bible, which really belongs to the 17th century, looks
far more modern and up-to-date than many of the prose, works
of the 18th century. The real explanation is, of course, simple.
While other writings, whether late or early, simply followed the
development of the speech-habits of the Englishmen of their
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own days, the Bible, because of its great authority and vogue,
influenced those very speech-babits and governed that very
i development.

One of the reasons why the late Dr. Vaiyapugi Pillaj
wished to assign a later date to Tiruvalluvar was t.he this very
\ modernity and comparative up-to-dateness of Tirukkural in
the matter of style and manner and usages as of ideas, We have
jéen” above that “the execeptional regard for Tiruvalluvar all
along the ages induced people to quote or follow him_ verbally,
possibly often quite uncoscious of any such following. The
modernity of Tirukkural is therefore quite like that of t_he
English Bible: it did not follow Tamil usage, it started it!
The same may be said about the universalism of Tiruvalluvar—
Tiruvalluvar did not follow the universe, the universe followed
him}

Alfred Schwcitzer reads therinfluence of Tiruvalluvar’s
thoughts and ideas in the evolution of India’s religion and
culture through the ages. However, as he accepted the age
of Tiruvalluyar as the 2nd century A, D, following current ideas
about the same, he had to postulate a theory of his own in
order to account for and explain this influence, which according to
bim began far earlier than the 2nd century A, D.—in fact
began earlier than the Vedas. He concedes for thls purpose
that the maxims of Tiruvalluvar existed long before him,
and were only codified by him in the literary form of
Tirukkural as we see it. The wisdom of Ind, which according
to him, is the same as the wisdom of Tiruvalluvar, hae
slowly seeped through from the masses below to the classes
above, to be accepted and adopted by the latter in slow and
steady stages, evolving thus the magnificent structure that ws
call Hindu thought and Hindu culture today.

We see the Sun only through ths light that emanates from
him. Had it not been for the casual phenomenon of darkness
at night, and gradations of light and shade, variation of
temparature even in daytime, we perthaps would not have been
conscious ofthe fact that we are able tosee the the Sun only
because of the light that he disseminates. This fact is in a
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great degree applicable to Tiruvalluvar—we often see
Tiryvalluvar through the cultural light that he himself bas
helped to throw around us. This is the reason why few untit
recently have ever stopped to think of Tirukkural as a work
of philosophy. Probably Alfred Schweitzer was the very firsl
to see any philosophy in Tirukkural at all. However, even he, as
we have seen above, hasnot credited Tiruvalluvar himself with
the authorship of the philosophy. He gives the credit to the
Dravidian masses or the so-called Depressed Classes of India,
whose age-long wisdom was only codified by Tiruvalluvar,
according to him.

However great the name and fame of Tiruvalluvar, till
recently his great book has not been considered as a work of
philosophy but as a book of maxims, as a literary work of
general wisdom or at best a treatise on popular ethics.
Indeed in recent days, from the time of V. O. Chidambaram
Pillai of the Shipping Satyagraha fame, certain scholars have
denied Tiruvalluvar even the credit for the codification that
Alfred Schweitzer allows him. They imagine him to be thesuthor
of only a2 formless jumble of loose maxims codified by some-
body in the present form of the Tirukkural, in the sume
manner as the collection of maxims in Sanskrit known as
the Hitopadesa.

L

That Tirukkoral is no out-and-out ethics or stray
maxims has however been recognised early by a picked few.
Among the early eulogists of Tirukkural (collected for us in the
Tiruvalluva Malai, which is not later than the 9th century A.D.),
one (Madurai Tamil Naganar) has chosen to call it an
eneyclopaedia.

‘ In this work, one can see everything ;
There is nothing it does not contain **

_Scholars quite recently have soughtto collect the ideas that
tform the background of Tiruvalluvar’s mind and to sce some
individuality or other among his conceptions. They have searched
‘for his ideas on Ethics from the section on Aram, of politics

) 1L adard QurGEsd Bsarurd ser ; @SETUTD
@owrg aOQuIrGesh Bo&uurd—Lwme0r g 8 BTS@T.,
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from that on Porul, of Love from that on Inbam or Kamam
Some have gone deeper and tried to cull out some system from
his ideas through astudy of individual chapters or even couplets—
his jdeas on economics or agriculture, education, warfare,
espionage etc. But these are possibly no more than literary
studies, more or less like the studies of Shakespere’s drama$
to clicit his ideas or knowledge of partcular fields like
medicine, law, statecraft etc. But these are characteristic
of the spirit of the times, that is not satisfied with the
verbal interpretation of the couplets, but wish to get into the
mind of the great sage and understand his innate ideas
ax:d ideologies. —— B

e

In this connection, the consindered opinion of Tiru. T, P.
Minakshisundaram, Vice-Chancellor of the University of
Madurai and a highly distinguished scholar of the day, is an
eyf-opcn'er with regard to the trends of thought at the pféégnﬁ?‘
to show us furthér possible lines of resezrch. While some recent
commentators have tried to suggest that individual maxims of
Tirukkural are not to be taken absolutely at their face-value
but must be interpreted according to the context and in
consonance only with the section or subscctions to which
they belong, Tiru. Meenakshisundaram argues that all the truths
mentioned in the Tirukkural have a comman bond, as they are
all clearly correlated with each other ‘to form a harmonious
system of philosophy as their fundamental basis. While the
commentator seems to think that taken out of their context, one
maxim may go against the grain of another, Tirn. Meenakshi-
sundaram and some of the commentators® hasten to assure us
that while every maxim has its special application to the
particular section or sub-section, the general harmony and
correlation of parts renders every one of them to have a general
application also.

The hand of the time-spirit thus shows that it is high time
to study Tirukkural as a whole and see what are Tiruvalluvar’s
innate jdeas on the essentials of life, how far they have influenced
the progress of human civilisation and guided it, and in what

1 The two schoools of commentators referred to here may be represented

by Pulvar Kulantai on the one side and Kavigna i iNai
i gnar Ramalingam Pillai on
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respects they are in advance of our age and can give us light and
guidance for the future.

Tirukkural, as many early eulogists of Tiruvalluvar claim
and as Tamil tradition affirms, has long been considered 28 a
Veda or Bible, and has often been called the Bible of the Tamils.
It has also been styled as Podu Marai® or the Bible of Al

Humanity.

If these claims are correct, it follows that the Kural is not
mere ethics, not mere philosophy, but a fuil-blooded religious
philosophy that has a unique message to mankind covering
all the reqiifrements of Tnan. WHat that message and that
philosophy is, is the object of the study of the following pages. .

? Quir g e D,



2. Tiruvalluvar’s Conception of Godhead

. Tiruvalluvar’s conception of Godhead is of very vital
importance in his philosophy of life, for it forms the pivot roun
which that whole philosophy revolves.

The word used by Tiruvalluvar for Godhead or God is
Irai or Iraivan® which means All-Pervasiveness or the Al
Pervasive. It is sigpificant that the words irai or iraivan
(probably Tiruvalluvar would have likewise written the word$
without capitalsif he had written in English) as well as their root
iru* (be all pervasive) also connote kingship or tax or tribute
or king and his act of taxing (which is a symbol of his presence or
distributive personal cont act with every one of his subject.
citizens). The same words have a third application also, ag
Master of the Household or of Love i¢ Husband,with a feminine
form iraivi meaning the Mistress of the Household or Love i.e,
Wife (as well as goddess and queen.) The verb in this third
context would mean ‘pervade’ as love pervades in the whole

family and the social environment and in all social associations
of the family.

1 @mp or @epever., This word can mean Godhead, God, King or
Sovereign Master,
2 @py means be all-pervading.

I It also means pay tax’ ‘percolate’ as
water in a sieve or sand-bath)






