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Introduction
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I have long been wondering why Thirukkural, a treatise on social life written by Saint and Scholar Thiruvalluvar, 2000 years ago, with its rich moral and ethical values and a universal approach, is not as popular as Shakespeare’s works, though it was translated into more than 80 languages all over the world? 

Thirukkural deals with all aspects of life, such as values and morals, family and social life, service and munificence, dignity and manners, agriculture and rains, food and medicine, politics and rulers, management and human relations, communication skills, administration and intelligence, romance, and chaste wedlock etc. 

It is a treasure-trove of knowledge and the embodiment of enlightened wisdom, the hallmark of an ancient civilization with a rich heritage, tradition, and culture. For its richness of moral aspects and social values, it should have been widely known across all sections of people all over the world.  In fact, it should have been included in the curriculum of schools and colleges all over the world so that the younger generation is inculcated with ethics and moral values to lead disciplined and purposeful lives. 

Unfortunately, in many parts of the world, people do not know about Thiruvalluvar and his world-famous work, Thirukkural. To my surprise, even people in the northern parts of our country in India are not aware of him and his work, which may be due to the language barrier. His work was written in Tamil, whereas in the northern parts of our country, people mainly speak the language of Hindi. 

[image: image]With the main intention of popularizing Thirukkural all over the world, I thought of presenting it in story format, set in real-life situations, by giving examples of one or two couplets from every chapter, mainly from the first two parts, namely Virtue and Wealth, leaving the third part dealing with Love to the imagination of readers and exploration by themselves. 

I was looking for a plot and a strong theme to incorporate all the 108 chapters (the first part of Virtue contains 38 chapters, and the second part of Wealth contains 70 chapters) by giving examples of one or two couplets from each chapter with the intention of creating interest in the minds of people and encouraging them to explore Thirukkural. 

My son, Mr. Dev Laxman Subramanian, completed his Ph.D. successfully in July 2024 from the prestigious Cornell University. He used to communicate with me every day, narrating his academic as well as personal life experiences, which induced me to write this book based on his life at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, U.S. He spent seven years there, experiencing varied things and living with around 10 to 12 housemates of different nations, characters, styles, and attitudes. 

His life in Ithaca while doing his Ph.D. gave me a strong platform to use my imagination vividly. Some of the characters are real, and some are fictitious, created mainly to fit into the imaginative conversations required to carry on with the relevant chapters of Thirukkural. 

It is my humble attempt to popularize Thirukkural among common people across the globe, with due respect and reverence to the great Saint and Scholar Thiruvalluvar.
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Impact of Thirukkural

Thirukkural has been widely admired and praised for its richness by hundreds of  scholars, philosophers, spiritual leaders,  missionaries, nationalists,  poets, politicians, writers,  historians etc. over the centuries, all over the world.  

I reproduce here few of the quotes of the famous personalities:

Rabindranath Tagore (Indian poet, writer, philosopher)

The ideas of great Saint Thiruvalluvar will apply not only to India but the whole world.

Mahatma Gandhi (Indian lawyer and nationalist)

A textbook of indispensable authority on moral life.
The maxims of Valluvar have touched my soul. There is none who has given such a treasure of wisdom like him. 
A.P.J. Abdul Kalam (Scientist and former President of India)

Thirukkural is considered to provide the code of conduct for the humanity of the planet earth for all time, which makes the past meet the present and creates the future. 

Narendra Modi (Indian Prime Minister)

I bow to the great Thiruvalluvar. Simple and vast in scope, his thoughts & writings have been a strong influence on humanity for centuries. Thirukkural does not refer to any nation, leader, society, language, religion or caste in the entire book, which is why it has been called the ‘Universal Veda.’

E.J. Robinson (Protestant missionary)

Thirukkural contains all things and there is nothing which it does not contain.

[image: image]

Rev. Emmons E. White

Thirukkural is a synthesis of the best moral teachings of the world.
K.M. Munshi (Indian writer and educationist)
Thirukkural is a treatise par excellence on the art of living. Besides the above, the following personalities have also praised Thiruvalluvar and his work Thirukkural lavishly: 

Avvaiyar (ancient Tamil poet, 1st and 2nd century CE)

Monsieur Ariel (Translator and publisher)

Sri Aurobindo (Indian nationalist, philosopher, yogi, and poet)

Subramania Bharathi (Poet and Indian nationalist)

W. Norman Brown (American Indologist and Sanskritist)

Simon Casie Chetty (Ceylonese author)

William Henry Drew (19th century Christian missionary)

Indira Gandhi (Former Prime Minister of India) 

Charles E. Gover (English folklorist)

Dr. Karl Graul (German Lutheran missionary)

George L. Hart (American Indologist)

Rev. Elijah Hoole (English Orientalist &Wesleyan Methodist missionary)

Zakir Hussain (Former president of India)

K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar (Indian writer)

P.T. Srinivasa Iyengar (Indian historian, linguist and educationist)

Rev. John Lazarus (Christian missionary)

Shuzo Matsunaga (First Japanese translator of the Thirukkural)
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John Murdoch (Christian missionary)

Tiruvallam Bhaskaran Nair (Malayalam poet)

J.M. Nallaswami Pillai (Tamil scholar)

Alexander Piatigorsky (Russian philosopher)

George Uglow Pope (Christian missionary)

Rajaji (Governor-General of India)

Sane Guruji (Marathi author, teacher, and nationalist)

Albert Schweitzer (French-German theologian, philosopher,  physician)

Swami Shivanandha (Indian spiritual leader)

Yu Hsi (Taiwanese poet)

Kamil Zvelebil (Czech scholar in Indian literature and linguistics)

Leo Tolstoy (Russian writer)

Leo Tolstoy was inspired by the concept of non-violence found in the Thirukkural, when he read a German version of the book, who in turn instilled the concept in Mahatma Gandhi through his ‘A letter to a Hindu’ when young Gandhi sought his advice.
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The Gamma Alpha House, an uptown house in Ithaca, New York, houses around twelve graduate students from all over the world pursuing their academic careers at the famous Cornell University, one of the prestigious Ivy League universities in U.S.A.

The senior-most resident of the house, Mr. Kalay, welcomed me when I  became a member of the house in March, 2020, while I was in my 4th year of Ph.D. 

Kalay, “Hi Dev. Welcome to this house. I am glad to welcome you not only as a member of the house but also as a fellow man from my country who speaks my mother tongue.” 

Dev, “Thank you very much Mr. Kalay for your cordial welcome.”

Kalay, “What a coincidence it is to have you here at the house! We both are here to pursue our academic careers, traveling more than 13,000 kilometers, leaving behind our native place, including our dear and near ones.” 

Dev, “Yeah, it is true. It was a pleasant surprise when I heard about you residing here. I am also very excited to meet you, especially at this crucial juncture when the whole world is devastated by the coronavirus.” 

Kalay, “I feel that the coronavirus has shaken the confidence and courage of every human being on Earth, questioning our very survival.” 

Dev, “Yes, I too was very much afraid of it. As I was staying alone, I was getting frustrated due to the loneliness and unpredictable future, resulting in sleepless nights. After joining this house, I regained my confidence, and my morale was really boosted. I hope we all will fight the demon of the coronavirus together and stay healthy and fine.”

Kalay, “Definitely. Please follow all precautionary steps to avoid the coronavirus. Whenever you need any help, please don’t hesitate to ask me. I am ready to provide you with all possible assistance. O.K. take care. Bye.” 

Dev, “Thank you very much for your valuable guidance and assistance.”

The residents of the house were witnessing tense moments due to the onset of the dreaded killer virus called the coronavirus, which questioned the very survival of humans on Earth and shook their confidence. 

After a week or so, we were all watching the news with concern on a television channel about the increasing death toll of citizens all over the world, including in the U.S. 

Abdullah, a postdoctoral fellow, “Dev, sometimes I laugh at my destiny, wondering whether I made the right decision by doing a Ph.D. here.”

Dev, “What happened, man? You came here with a purpose. You are pursuing it with full dedication and interest. What else do you need?” 

Abdullah, “That’s not the problem. I am pursuing it with full interest, no doubt about it. Sometimes I get confused as to why I came here, traveling thousands of miles and crossing different continents, leaving my parents, relatives, friends, and other native comforts and advantages behind.” 

Kalay, “Everyone here is like that, leaving their parents, relatives, and friends.” 

Abdullah, “Yes, but at times, it seems like foolishness to suffer in the biting chill of Ithaca’s winter, with temperatures dipping down to minus 10 to 15 degrees Celsius. To add fuel to the fire, the coronavirus is also spreading its tentacles very fast, taking many lives everywhere. Everyone is afraid for their survival. Should I call it my destiny or fate?” 

Dev, “Why do you assume it is destiny? It was your choice. You have come from Bangladesh. Like you, Mr. Kalay and I came from India, traveling thousands of miles and crossing different continents. But I consider myself among the very few lucky people fortunate enough to pursue a Ph.D. at this prestigious Cornell University. Is it not a privilege for us to pursue our studies here?”

Nancy, who entered into the room,  “Hi guys. How are you all? May I join your discussion? Abdullah seems to be serious. What were you discussing?”

Dev laughed and said, “Welcome Nancy. Abdullah was blaming his destiny for coming here. What do you think?”

Nancy, “Why do you blame destiny? It was your willingness to pursue studies here. If you were really not interested, you might not have come here and would have settled for something else in your native place. Am I right?”

Dev, “You are right, Nancy. I was also trying to convince him of the same thing, but he is not yet convinced.”

Abdullah, “Let me tell you the reasons. Normally, after my dinner at 7:00 p.m., I would go for long walks for an hour or so. However, in the past few days, I couldn’t do so due to the biting chill of the winter season. The temperature has been hovering around minus 6 to 8 degrees, and by midnight, it would further drop to minus 10 to 12 degrees.”

Dev, “That’s manageable, man. People have been living here for decades, whereas we will only be spending a few years here. Once we finish our studies, we will go somewhere else. We are not going to settle down here permanently. Am I right?”

Abdullah, “You are right, man. Since the start of the coronavirus, I have started having doubts in my mind. The demon of death is laughing at us in every nook and corner in the form of the coronavirus. We can’t do what we want with free will because of many restrictions and societal compulsions.”

Ian, “What to do? It is the need of the hour to keep us alive in this critical situation.”

Abdullah, “Wearing a mask has become mandatory, and I find it very uncomfortable for breathing. With everyone wearing a mask and walking like robots in fear, life has literally become miserable. No one says hello to others, shakes hands with anyone, or smiles upon seeing each other. If this is not destiny, then what else is it?”

Kalay, “Relax, man. Let us hope that this will end in a few more days or weeks. After that, the climate is going to be wonderful, and everything will return to normal. At the end of March, the northern part of the American region goes through this chilly winter. Moreover, the coronavirus is not sparing anyone or any country in the world, and I am sure it will not last long.” 

Nancy, “Yeah. Governments all over the world have taken various steps and implemented many precautionary measures to control the virus and the deaths. If only we were suffering, I would call it destiny. But that is not the case; the entire world is suffering due to the coronavirus. Instead of lamenting, we should accept and face it. Just as we enjoy the season of spring, we should also find ways to appreciate the winter season and take all necessary precautions to stay safe from the dreaded coronavirus.”

Dev, “You said it rightly. There are always going to be some problems when we have come so far from home to pursue higher studies in a foreign land. If we are firm in achieving our larger goals, these frivolous and smaller problems won’t appear as a mountain. Hope you understand.”

Jane, “You can’t always expect a life full of roses; there will also be thorns, which is quite natural. We have to navigate our life through both positive and negative things.”

Abdullah, “I understand it very well, man. Yet, sometimes, I get frustrated facing the extreme winter period and the associated problems. To add fuel to the fire, the coronavirus is threatening the entire world. A fear is always lurking in my mind about my survival. Dev, are you not afraid of it?”

Dev, “Well, to be frank, I too was afraid and spent many sleepless nights thinking about what would happen to me and how safe my parents and relatives were. It is quite natural for anyone. However, the advice of the Saint and Scholar Thiruvalluvar, given in his world-famous work Thirukkural, kept giving me courage day after day, which I studied in my school days. Mr. Kalay, being from my native place, must be aware of Thiruvalluvar and his world-famous Thirukkural.”

Kalay, “Who doesn’t know him, man? Though people in Western countries may not be aware of him, even school-going students in our state of Tamil Nadu in India know about him and his wonderful work.  He  lived 2000 years ago, and his work, Thirukkural, is world-famous and has been translated into more than 80 languages across the world.”

Abdullah, “A book written 2000 years ago?”

Dev, “The beautiful thing about that is whatever he wrote 2000 years ago still holds relevance today.” 

Nancy, “Is it true?  Unbelievable.  Can you say a few lines about his work?”

Dev, “I hope Mr. Kalay would be able to tell about his work.  In our school curriculum, we have been taught about his couplets.  Mr. Kalay, can you please explain?”

Kalay, “Yes, it is my honor. I will explain his work briefly. His work, Thirukkural, is divided into three parts: Virtue, Wealth, and Love, consisting of 133 chapters of ten couplets each, totalling 1,330 couplets. Each couplet symmetrically consists of seven words, explaining the subject in-depth and wonderfully.” 

Dev, “True.  Let me quote his very first couplet in which he quoted, ‘As all letters have the letter A for their first, so the world has the eternal God for its first.’  He devoted the very first chapter in ‘The Praise of God.’  You all would be surprised to know that he talked about all the facets of human life in a beautiful manner.  My father is an ardent follower of Thiruvalluvar.”

Kalay, “I remember another famous couplet from the very first chapter. It is the sixth couplet, in which he quoted, ‘Controlled senses of the body, eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, and a disciplined life ensure fame and survival.’ How true his words are! If everyone controls their senses, the world would become a beautiful place to live in peacefully.”

Ian, “Mr. Dev, I am curious to know about the Thirukkural that gave you confidence and courage. May I know it so that I can also remember it in times of adversity? It would be very helpful to others present here.”

Dev, “Of course. Everyone should be aware of his work, which would definitely give us strength to sail through the adversities we are currently facing. He quoted in his 621st couplet under the 63rd chapter titled ‘Hopefulness in Trouble,’ that ‘If troubles come, laugh; there is nothing like that, to press upon and drive away sorrow.’ Following his advice sincerely, I didn’t let troubles and fear take over my head and heart.”

Kalay, “I now remember it.  It is a wonderful couplet.  I think everyone  should follow it.”

Nancy, “Yeah! It is a wonderful advice and everyone should follow it.  Then, what happened in your case, Dev?”

Dev, “Luckily, I shifted to this house at the beginning, when coronavirus started spreading, so I never felt alone in the company of around 10 to 12 housemates. It gave me confidence and courage. Moreover, I have my countryman Mr. Kalay here, who is the senior-most member of this house and is very supportive. Thank you, Mr. Kalay, for the guidance and assistance you provided to me during this critical juncture. I can’t forget your help.”

Kalay, “Don’t be silly, man. It is my duty. I did nothing special for you. With the blessings of the Almighty, we will definitely overcome this crisis. Nowadays, I am afraid to listen to the news on television channels, as the death toll has been increasing alarmingly day by day. We are going through a horrible period. My advice to everyone is to be very careful. No one should take it lightly.”

Nancy, “I am also very much afraid. We are nothing before mighty nature. Nature can unleash its fury and devastate Earth at any time through hurricanes and typhoons, earthquakes and landslides, heavy rains and floods, etc. However much mankind may boast of landing on the Moon or Mars, we are minuscule before mighty nature.”

Ian, “Yeah, you said it rightly. Though the coronavirus is threatening the entire world, we are indeed very fortunate to pursue our studies here. The world’s current population is said to have crossed 8 billion. According to me, people like us pursuing higher studies here must be in the VIP category, consisting of 0.1% of the entire population. I mean, we might be one out of 8 million VIPs excelling in their own respective fields. Is it not a big achievement for us? We should be proud of it.”

Nancy, “You said it exactly. We must be proud of our achievement. If Abdullah calls it destiny, I am thankful to the Almighty that we have been destined on the right path, in the right place, although perhaps not at the right time. If the threat of the coronavirus were not here, our lives would have been safer, more secure, smoother, and more pleasant. While thousands of youngsters waste their time on frivolous things, wasting the golden and wonderful opportunity of life, we are here to excel in our academic path. Surely, I consider it an achievement for me.” 

Dev, “It is not only an achievement but a super achievement. Do you know why I say that? We had a lady Saint and Scholar called Avvaiyar centuries ago. She said two millennia ago that, ‘Rare is to be born as a human being. Rarer is to take birth without disabilities like blindness, deafness, sickness etc. Even if born
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