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INTRODUCTION

T

hirukkural, written by Thiruvalluvar, is one of the
most notable literary and ethical treatises in the
Indian languages. There is a consensus among the
historians and academic authorities that Thirukkural
was written around 2,000 years ago. Thirukkural
is one of the few literary works that have survived
over the past 2,000 years and is regarded as relevant.
Thirukkural aims at guiding human beings to lead a
moral, ethical, and valuable life in this world. According to Thiruvalluvar, “One who lives an ideal
life in this world will be ranked amongst the Gods
in heaven.” Thirukkural deals with certain essential
but permanent aspects of life in an ever-changing
world, such as morality, ethics, politics, and romance.
Well-known philosophers like Buddha, Confucius,
Socrates, Plato, and Machiavelli have generally dealt
with selected aspects of human values and experience. But Thiruvalluvar covers the whole spectrum
of human experiences very comprehensively. In its
essence, Thirukkural is a treatise par excellence on
the art of living. Kural is considered one of the most
widely translated non-religious works in the world.
As of 2014, this work has been translated into about
82 world languages. English language alone has about
57 versions available so far.

ABOUT THIRUVALLUVAR

- Thiruvalluvar Statue at Kanyakumari

Thiruvalluvar, popularly and affectionately
called Valluvar, is the author of the great Tamil
literary work, Thirukkural. According to one legend,
he was born in Mylapore, a part of the present-day
Chennai in Tamil Nadu, but moved to Madurai
to submit the Thirukkural for the then Pandian
King and his college of poets. He is sometimes
called Theiva Pulavar (Divine Poet), Valluvar, Poyyamozhi Pulavar, Senna Pothar, Gnana Vettiyan,
and Ayyan. Literary accounts indicate that he was a
weaver by profession. There are various claims as to
who he was – A Jain. Whoever he was, his thoughts
have been addressing universal values. Jains claim

that he might have been
influenced at least with
the tenets of Jainism,
like Ahimsa (non-violence), Asteya (virtue
of self-restraint),
and Aparigraha (nonpossessiveness). But these
tenets are drawn from a
yogic concept developed
by ancient Rishis and
Munis and cannot be narrowed down to a subsect
of universal philosophies.
The Thirukkural,
also called Kural, is a
collection of 1,330 couplets organized into 133
chapters. This literature
belongs to the Sanga
Tamil period. Kural consists of three main groups
called Aram (Dharma/
Ethics), Porul (Wealth), and Inbam (Love). Each
of these groups has multiple sections that are
called Iyal, and each of those has several chapters
called Adhikarams. Each chapter has ten couplets,
and each couplet has two lines. The first line has
four (4) words, and the second line has three (3)
terms.
The first group Aram or virtue has four
chapters Praising God, The Importance of
Rain, Greatness of Renunciation, and Asserting
Virtue. These four concepts are a foundation to the
whole work and not just the book on virtue. In the
first four introductory chapters, Valluvar acknowledges God’s Primordial and places his values in the
context of the whole So. For example, he says on
learning and limits of rationalism:
What has learning profited a man if it has not
led him to worship the good feet of him who
is pure knowledge itself. He says of the concept of good vs. evil and that these opposites are
illusionary, and one may transcend these opposites
by meditating on that which is immutable. Valluvar
makes the non-sectarian references to God referred
to as «infinity, the immutable, worshipful one.»
Having sent in place the limitations of reason,
good, evil. So on, the weaver focuses on the importance of the ecology and man’s relations to it: “It
is the unfailing fall of rain that sustains the world;
therefore, look upon rain as the nectar of life.”
  
“Rain produces man’s wholesome food, and rain
itself forms part of his food besides.”
Emphasizing the cyclical destructive and creative
powers of nature, he says: “It is rain that ruins and
rain again that raises those it has ruined.”
On man’s reliance on nature and the importance
of nature relative to human functions such as charity
and spirituality: “Unless the heavens grant their
gifts, neither the giver’s generosity nor the ascetic’s
detachment will grace this wide world.”
  
The importance of the primal spirit and nature is
the qualities and significance of spiritual leaders or
renunciates. This echoes the ancient Tamil belief
that the world is sustained not just by the forces of
the physical plane (i.e., the power of nature such as
rain) and by spiritual forces; an imbalance in either
could lead to the destruction of the world. As with
the rest of the Kural, which is a secular work, the
chapter does not refer to organized or institutionalized religion, merely noting by way of definition of

- Chart of Organisation of the Kural

spirituality that:
  
“Pious men are called the priestly ones for, they
are clothed in robes of compassion for all life.” The
final introductory theme is the nature of virtue, outlined in broad brush strokes across the ten couplets
in this chapter. For example, the alternative interpretations of virtue include: “Virtue is living in such
a way that one does not fall into these four: envy,
anger, greed and unsavory speech” and “Virtue is
merely that which should be done in life and vice
merely that which should be avoided.” The body of
the book of virtue, following on from the introduction, is structured into the following themes:
“the way of the householder,” “the way of the
renunciate,” and “destiny.”
The second group Porul (wealth), has the
following themes: «Reality,» «Ministers,»
«Qualities of a Country or State,» and a general
section on the qualities of people and various other
aspects of wealth.
  
While “The way of the householder” is a description of Tamil culture’s core personal values, the
book on wealth addresses themes of leadership and
  
group structures.

- Tirukural in French on a train in France

Thus, on what it takes to be a “householder,” the
Kural says:
“He alone may be called a householder who supports
students, elders, and renunciates pursuing their good
paths.” By way of example, in discussing the functions
of a householder, the Kural has an entire chapter on
hospitality, that most familiar of Tamil verse:
  
“The whole purpose of earning wealth and maintaining a home is to provide hospitality to guests.”
“When a guest is in the home, it is improper to
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hoard one’s meal, even if it happens to be the nectar
of immortality.” “Charity’s merit cannot be measured by gifts given. It is measured by the measuring the receiver’s merits”.
The third group Inbam (Love), deals with the
subject matter of love, including pre-marital love
and post-marital love. There are no instructions
here, nor any guidelines. Thiruvalluvar simply
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