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  Tirukkural; a classical Tamil text by Tiruvalluvar is one of the greatest works among ancient 

literature ever written on ethics and morality. It establishes the thread of continuity of Tamil Literary 

Tradition with Aram-Porul-Inbam concept. The text is chiefly a secular literature and is praised for its 

universality. Despite of claims and anti-claims made by scholars to identify Tirukkural with religious 

principles, the literature has not administered any religious belief or practice, thereby proclaiming 

secular. Though Tirukkural shares similarities with several ancient Indian literatures such as 

Manusmriti, Kautilya's Arthashastra and Vatsyayana's Kamasutra maintains its uniqueness with 

pragmatic idealism. The present article attempts to advocate the secular character of Tirukkural and its worth as 

‘Universal Veda’. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
        In the history of World Literature, three 

books are known to be more popular, the Bible - 
religious text of Christian faith, Das Kapital of Karl 
Marx a text on political economy and Tirukkural, an 
ethical literature in Tamil. Tirukkural is considered to 
be one of the greatest works ever written on ethics and 
morality in the world.  It is known for its universality as 
the values set by Tirukkural are acceptable by all 
people cutting across land, language, origin, and faith 
beyond Tamil society. The text is praised as Ulaga 
Podhu Marai (The Universal Ethic) as the author 
Tiruvalluvar has made it chiefly a secular text that 
speaks on virtues of life of both individuals and society 
in common. 

Tirukkural emphasizes the principles of non-
violence, vegetarianism, human brotherhood, 
righteousness, and covering a wide range of subjects of 
human life such as agriculture, friendship, knowledge & 
wisdom, love, domestic life, moral codes of rulers etc. 
This Tamil Classical text recognized as Tamil Marai 
(Tamil Ethic) has been dated between 3rd BC and 1st 
AD. 

Tirukkural has influenced several scholars 
across the world in ethical, social, political, religious, 
and philosophical spheres. Many of them have 
translated Tirukkural in their own languages. 
Tirukkural has been translated into more than 40 
languages all over the world and it is said to be 
the most widely translated text, next to Bible. Though 
the culture and ethics of the Tamils are exclusively 
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expressed in the text, the values are unconditionally 
acceptable to people of all societies. 

Owing to this, almost every religious group in 
India and across the world has claimed the work for 
itself. G.U. Pope who was inspired by Tirukkural speaks 
about Tirukkural as “echo of the Sermon on the 
Mount.” In the introduction to his English translation of 
Tirukkural, Pope claims, 

I cannot feel any hesitation in saying that 
the Christian scriptures were among the 
sources from which the poet derived his 
inspiration. 

However, the emphasis on the ethics of vegetarianism 
and non-killing in Tirukkural are unambiguously unlike 
the Bible or other religious texts. 

2. TIRUKKURAL – JAIN / BUDDHIST PRINCIPLES 
It has been widely acknowledged that 

Tirukkural is rather a reflection of the Jaina moral code. 
It is believed that Tiruvalluvar belong to Jain origin and 
Tirukkural to its most was inspired from Jainism. This 
can be observed through his ideology of ahimsa or non-
violence, which is said to be the principal concept of 
Jainism. Tiruvalluvar's emphasis on vegetarianism and 
non-killing reflects the Jain precepts, which are 
stringently enforced. Claims are also made that 
Tirukkural has adopted Buddhist ideology and has 
derived its concepts from Dhammapada - Teachings of 
Lord Buddha. 

Scholars of Hindu faith claim that Tirukkural is 
largely a Hindu text and it has borrowed its features 
from Sanskrit treatises such as Maanava dharma Sastra 
of Manu, Artha Sastra of Kautilya, and Kamasutra of 
Vatsyayana. It is argued that Tirukkural has followed 
the Dharma Sastras of Sanskrit and speaks about the 
first three of the four Hindu Dharmas or Purusharthas 
viz., Dharma–Artha – Kaama - Moksham (Virtue, 
Wealth, Love and Salvation) which are the foundations 
of Sanatan dharam. 

Though claimed by most religions, Tirukkural 
possesses hardly any religious identity or code of faith 
and it is so unique that it did not have either name or 
mention about author’s name. Rather, the text 
explicates the fundamental virtues and ethics without 
enforcing any religious belief in practice of that time. It 
was neither in favour of any particular religion nor 
against any other. 

Tirukkural is a text marked by pragmatic 
idealism which is unique among the ancient literatures. 
It is written on the basis of secular ethics describing 
universal moral and practical attitude towards life. It 
speaks sound about the ways of cultivating one's mind 
to achieve the other-worldly bliss in the present life 
itself. Tiruvalluvar emphasize on what can be achieved 
in humanly life with what may be attained thereafter. 

It may be rightly said that any literature or text 
ought to be seen as a continuity of its own literary 

tradition. Tirukkural has a thread of continuity in Tamil 
literary tradition with Aram-Porul-Inbam concept. The 
ancient Tamil literary tradition does not emphasis on 
Veedu, as the Veedu (Salvation) can be attained in the 
present life though the way of living. Tirukkural 
teaches moral living to attain salvation. 

3. TIRUKKURAL – A SHORT OVERVIEW 
The basic ideas of Tiruvalluvar are embedded 

in the first four chapters of the text. He begins this 

portion with the invocation of God (கடவுள் 

வாழ்தத்ு) and continues to praise the rain, as 

vitalizer of all forms of life on earth (வான் சிறப்பு) 
and ascetics, the wisdom-imparting guide to all beings 
and concludes with emphasizing the value of aṟam or 

virtue (அறன் வலியுறுத்தல்). He admires rain next 
to God for it provides food and serves as the basis of a 
stable economic life by aiding in agriculture, the most 
important economic activity.  

துப்பாரக்்குத் துப்பாய துப்பாக்கித் துப்பாரக்்குத் 

துப்பாய தூஉவும் மழழ.   (Kural: 12) 

(Meaning: Rain not only produces food to consume but 
itself an indispensable food) 

சுழன்றும்ஏரப்் பின்னது உலகம் அதனால் 

உழந்தும் உழவவ தழல.  (Kural: 1031) 

(Meaning: The whole world pursuit behind plough 
despite other searches and so farming is foremost to all 
activities) 
There exists an unsettled question whether Chapter 
One (Invocation of God) could be a later inclusion, that 
we skip for now. 

The entire work of Tirukkural text 
bases aṟam as cornerstones.  The greatest of virtues 
according to Tiruvalluvar is non-killing 

(ககால்லாழம), followed by veracity 

(வாய்ழம) and the two greatest sins that he feels 

very strongly are ingratitude (நன்றி மறத்தல்) 

and meat-eating (புலால் உண்ணுதல்). Only in few 
couples of Chapters 1 & 3, Tiruvalluvar sounds a little 
religious. But he maintains a tone that could be 
acceptable to people of all faiths. Tiruvalluvar 
remained a philosopher concerning with the day-to-
day conduct of a common individual 

Tirukkural is a synthesis of the best moral 
teachings of the world. Scholars compare the codes of 
virtue, nobility, humbleness, governance, conduct, 
social obligations, education & knowledge etc., with 
other ancient thoughts such as Tirumandiram, 
Manusmriti, Panchatantra, Hitopadesa, the Confucian 
sayings in Analects, sayings of Gautama Buddha in 
Dhammapada, Book of Proverbs in Bible and other 
ethical works.  
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Tirukkural bears likeness and shares 
similarities with several ancient Indian literatures such 
as Manusmriti & Kautilya's Arthashastra in respect to 
the second section(Porul), while Vatsyayana's 
Kamasutra shares similarities with Kamam, the third 
section of the Kural text. However, the attitude and 
approach of Tiruvalluvar in describing the virtues 
remain entirely different from any of these works. 
While the Arthashastra is based on subtle statecraft, 
the Porul of the Tirukkural text bases morality and 
benevolence as its cornerstones. The social hierarchies 
and discrimination found in Manusmriti are contrasted 
with Tiruvalluvar's concept of universal brotherhood 
and oneness of humanity. Unlike Kamasutra, which is 
all about eros and techniques of sexual fulfillment, the 
Kural text of Inbam remains a poetic appreciation of 
human love as made clear by the Sangam period's 
concept of intimacy, known as aham in the Tamil 
literary tradition. 

Tirukkural text and the Confucian 
sayings recorded in the Classic Analects of 
Chinese (Lun Yu, meaning "Sacred Sayings") resemble 
each other in many ways. Both Tiruvalluvar 
and Confucius focused on the behaviours and moral 
conducts of a common person. Similar to Tiruvalluvar, 
Confucius advocated legal justice embracing human 
principles, and courtesy, besides virtues of 
benevolence, righteousness and loyalty . Incidentally, 
Tiruvalluvar differs from Confucius in one aspect. 
Confucius did not deal with the subject of conjugal love, 
for which Tiruvalluvar devoted an entire section in his 
work. 

With this understanding we need to approach 
the book written by 
Dr. R. Nagaswamy titled Tirukkural –An Abridgement 
of Sastras. The book exhibits the in-depth knowledge of 
the author in Sanskrit literature and knowledge about 
Tamil literature. The book is a bold attempt to compare 
Tirukkural with Sanskrit Dharma Sastras. A lofty of 
references has been made in the book to claim that 
Tirukkural has its source from Sanskrit texts. The core 
argument that the author has made in his book is that 
Tirukkural is a derivative text of Dharma Sastras. 

Valluvar writes his work on fundamental basis 
of Hindu thoughts like four purusharthas. Dharma, 
Artha, Kama, and Moksha…Valluvar has based his text 
on the four Varna Systems as Brahmana, Ksatriyas, 
Vaisya and Sudras…. He writes on the four-fold 
Asramas as Brahmacari, Grahasta, Vanaprasta and 
Sanyasin in the first Volume Arattuppal. 

The Kaamathuppal deals with conjugal love 
mainly divided into Kalavu and Karpu. In this section 
Valluvar has drawn from NatyaSastara and Kamsutras 
of Vatsyayana.” (Nagaswamy. R., Dec. 2017, Pg. 6) 

We need to be clear that mere similarities and 
likeness may not be a criteria or scale to evaluate the 

value of a classical text. We need to examine Tirukkural 
in the light of the history of Tamilnadu and other 
various socio-economic features of that period. The 
period of Tirukkural is marked in-between Sangam 
Literature and Bhakthi Literature in Tamil. At that time 
especially Buddhism and Jainism were in domination in 
Tamilnadu as indicated by inscriptions and literature. 
Buddhist and Jain symbols of that period have been 
identified across Tamilnadu, which establishes the 
history. Literature of that period Silapathikaram, 
Manimegalai, Naladiyar and so were mostly Jain / 
Buddhist texts and were against the practices of so-
called Vedic Hindu Culture. On this line, Tirukkural, a 
Neethi Sastra enlisted among ‘Pathinen Kez Kanakku’ 
(Lower 18 texts) could be a Jain or Buddhist text 
having its roots in the Tamil literary tradition of Aram 
(Neethi). Unlike Tirukkural, Dharma Sastras in Sanskrit 
tradition have their roots in Vedas. ‘Vedoakhila dharma 
mulam,’ as referred by Dr. R. Nagaswamy. (Dec. 2017, 
Pg. 57) 
 
4. THE FOCUS AND EMPHASIS 

Thiru. V. Kalyanasundaram, a veteran freedom 
fighter and a renowned Saivaite Tamil Scholar who had 
published Manakudavar’sTirukkural commentary 
(prior to Parimelazhagar), in his adorable forward 
given to the book – ‘Jainism and Tirukkural’ authored 
by AnanthanathaNayinar published in 1931 has 
detailed elaborately the Jain legacy of Tirukkural. 
Clarifying that Tirukkural is not a Hindu text, moves to 
the extent stating, “If Tirukkural could be a text of 
Saivism or Vaishnavism, Tiruvalluvar would have been 
brought under the fold of Nayanmars or twelve Alvars 
that did not occur. The statue of Tiruvalluvar was not 
installed in any of Saiva or Vaishnava temple built 
during later years, while statues for others have been 
erected.” This question has become very important and 
yet to be answered. Another Sanskrit text Prabotha 
Chandrodayam that speaks on Hindu Tradition of 
Pholosophy, which was translated in Tamil by 
Tiruvenkatanathar (a Brahmin) in 17th century, also 
puts forth Tirukkural as a Jain text. 

Generally, the literary tradition of Indian 
languages is put within two frames. 

1. Texts advocating Vedic Hindu Culture 
2. Texts opposing Vedic Hindu Culture. 
 
As, Buddhism and Jainism emerged against the 

practice of so-called Vedic Hindu Culture, both 
Buddhist texts in Pali and Jain texts in Prakrit 
languages were against the concepts of Hindu Culture. 
Like way, Tamil texts prior to and after the age of 
Buddha / Mahavir including Tirukkural were also 
opposite to the Vedic Hindu Culture. The Chapter on 

non-killing (ககால்லாழம) and vegetarianism 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manusmriti
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kautilya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthashastra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vatsyayana
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kamasutra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Analects
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Analects
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Righteousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loyalty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conjugal_love


                                                                                                                                                                                                                         ISSN: 2583-7354 

© 2023, IJEKS                                                   Volume: 02 Issue: 11 | November-2023                                             Page 582 

(புலால் மறுத்தல்) in Tirukkural, were themselves 
against the faith of Vedic Hindu Culture. 

அவிக ாரிந்து ஆயிரம் வவடட்லின் ஒன்றன் 

உயிரக் குந்து உண்ணாழம நன்று. (Kural: 259) 

(Meaning: It is far high / better to desist from killing and 
consuming one’s meat than performing thousands of 
Yagnas with sacrifices / offerings.) 

ககால்லான் புலாழல மறுத்தாழனக் ழககூப்பி 

எல்லா உயிரும் கதாழும்.                      (Kural: 260) 

(Meaning: All lives will fold hands to worship the person 
one who does not kill one’s life and refuses consumption 
of meat) 

Tirukkural notifies Antanar, Arasar, Vanigar 
and Velalar but, nowhere the social stratification or 
hegemony is imposed on one another unlike the Hindu 
Dharma Sastras which declares hierarchy/supremacy 
of one another forming the core of Hindu Varna 
System. Rather, Tirukkural stampedes over or moves a 
thunder step against the four-fold Varna System, which 
remains the basis of the Hindu Culture. Tiruvalluvar, 
registers a strong protest in the couplet, thereby, 
brushing away the social hierarchy/supremacy of 
groups on one another imposed by the Hindu Varna 
System. It is a Clarian call for a universal brotherhood 
and equality. 

பிறப்கபாக்கும் எல்லா உயிரக்்கும் சிறப்கபாவ்வா 

க ய்கதாழில் வவற்றுழம யான்.    (Kural: 972) 

(Meaning: Everyone is equal by birth and no supremacy 
/ special status is attached because of difference in 
profession) 
 

Dr.Nagaswamy while referring to the term 
‘Antanar’ quoted in couplets argues that Tirukkural 
upheld the supremacy of Brahmins in the four fold 
Varna System. He refers to the couplet, 

அறவாழி அந்தணன் தாள்வ ரந்்தாரக்் கல்லால் 

பிறவாழி நீத்தல் அரிது.                (Kural: 8) 
 
(Meaning: For those other than surrender at the feet of 
the God who is the ocean of morality, it is difficult to 
detach from ocean of desires) 

However, Tiruvalluvar in his own tone clarifies 
the term stating that Antanars are noble people who 
abides / lives by Aram and loves other beings without 
inflicting any harm. The emphasis is on universal love. 

 
அந்தணர ்என்வபார ்அறவவாரம்ற் றுவ்வுயிரக்்கும் 

க ந்தன்ழம புண்கடாழுக லான். (Kural: 30) 

(Meaning: Andanars are the people who choose the path 
of righteousness and desist from doing harm to other 
beings.) 

It may be understood that Antanar referred by 
Tirukkural is not based on birth but strictly based on 
the character. Also, in Prakrit Dhammapada, containing 
the teachings of Lord Buddha, the term Brahmans 
seems referred to saints who have attained final 
sanctification. Buddha holds Brahmanas as the noblest 
of men, with impartiality, highest integrity, and 
simplicity. It is clear from this assimilation the Antanar 
or Brahman refers to people not by birth but only by 
their noble characters who symbolize the 
achievements of all teachings. 

5. CONCLUSION 
     To conclude this paper for now, we understand that 
Tirukkural was written in continuity of Tamil Literary 
Tradition based on the concept of Aram-Porul-Inbam. 
Morals or ethics established in Tirukkural have 
similarities and likeness with world literature. 
Attributing Tirukkural to Sanskrit texts could be a good 
attempt to understand the richness and strength of the 
secular character of the Universal Ethical Literature 
that emphasizes universal brotherhood and love for all 
beings.  
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