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ALBERT SCHWEITZER

INDIAN THOUGHT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT
THIRUKKURAL

That the idea of active love did arise in the popular
ethics of India in fairly ancient times we know from many
stories we meet in her literature and especially through the
ethical maxims found in the kural, a work which probably
belongs to the 2nd century A.D.

The kural is a collection of 1330 maxims in distich form,
attributed to the weaver Thiruvalluvar. In the matter of au-
thorship it is probable that not all the maxims are
Thiruvalluvar's own, but that he also versified some which
were ancient possessions of the people.

Kural means short strophe. Thiruvalluvar is really not
a name, but a title borne by the religious teachers who work
among the lower castes in the south of India.

The work is written in the Tamil language. This, like
Canarese, which also belongs to the south of India, is an in-
digenous Indian language (Dravidian), not Indo-Aryan.

We know nothing certain about the life of Thiruvalluvar.

Legend reports that he was married, and that when a
man inquired of him which is the right thing to do. to live as
father of a family or as a hermit, he demonstrated the answer.
He called his wife who happened to be at the spring. She left
her water-jar hanging in the water and hurried to ask him
what he wanted. When, according to Tamil custom, she set
before him at breakfast cold rice left over from supper, he
declared it was burning his tongue. She immediately blew on
it to cool it.
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At midday he let something fall and called for a light to
pick it up by. She straightway brought a lamp. Thereupon
the inquirer said,"I have the answer! If so excellent a woman
falls to one's share, the practice of domestic virtue i1s more
excellent; otherwise it is better to become a hermit."

What a difference between the Kural and the Laws of
Manu, which originated some four centuries before it! In the
latter, under the dominance of the Brahmanic spirit, world
and life affirmation is still just tolerated alongside world and
life negation. In the Kural world and life negation is only like
a distant cloud in the sky. In 250 maxims - they form the
concluding part of the work - earthly love is lauded. Later
times, because they cause offence, interpret them allegori-
cally as concerning the love of the soul to God.

Christinanity similarly interprets the Song of Solomon,
a love-song probably originally sung at weddings and later
absorbed into the Old Testament, as if it described the rela-
tions of the soul to its heavenly Redeemer.

In the ethics of the Kural, as in those of the Laws of
Manu, the idea of reward has a place. The way of virtue is
recommended because it leads to a better reincarnation or to
liberation from re-birth. Along-side of this is found also the
naive view which is so conspicuous in Chinese ethics that
moral behaviour results in earthly welfare and immoral in
misfortune. Nevertheless, ethics in the Kural are not so en-
tirely dominated by the idea of reward as in Brahmanism,
Buddhism and the Bhagavad-Gita. We already find here the
knowledge that good must be done for its own sake. It shines
out from various maxims.'

“Even though one should say, ‘There is no higher
world,” it is still good to give (222). - “True liberality asks

'The quotations are from the German translation “"Der Kurral” by
Karl Graul, D.D., Leipzig 1856 (Derfling and Franke) and London
1856 (Williams and Norgate) (Bibliotheca Tamulica). :
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nothing in return. What does the world give in return to the
cloud that gives it rain?”’ (211).

Whilst the Bhagavad-Gita in a forced and chilly man-
ner gives as a motive for remaining in active life that it is in
accordance with the order of the Universe, the Kural justi-
fies it - what an advance! - by the idea of ethical activity
Work and profit place a man in a position to do good.

“All staying at home and waiting on the house-hold have
for their end hospitality and alms-giving” (81). - “All prop-
erty gained by industrious toil is there for good men in order
that they may practise well - doing” (212).

According to the Kural, duty is not confined, as in the
Bhagavad-Gita, to what the caste calling involves, but con-
sists in general in “all that i1s good.”

Maxims about joy in activity, such as one would not
expect from Indian lips, bear witness to the strength of the
world and life affirmation present in the Kural.

“Even if fate did not permit of success : the striving in
itself rewards the exertion of one’s body” (619). - “If one
accepts the burden as joy, there emerges a splendour for which
even one’s enemies are eager’ (630).

Like the Buddha and the Bhagavad-Gita, the Kural de-
sires inner freedom from the world and a mind free from ha-
tred. Like them it stands for the commandment not to kill
and not to damage.' It has appropriated all the valuable ethi-
cal results of the thought of world and life negation. But in
additon to this ethic of inwardness there appears in the Kural

the living ethic of love.

“The loveless man takes everything for himself; the man
full of love gives even his own bones to others” (72). - “The
life of a soul without love is like the sprouting of a dried up
tree on stony ground” (78). - “What help can all the outer

'In opposition to the Buddha, the Kural decides that one may not eat
meat even when one is quite innocent of the slaughter of the animal.
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limbs give. if the inner limb of the body, love, is wanting?”
(79). - “If one weighs the value of the good deed done with-
out consideration of the advantage : its kindness/is greater
than the ocean” (103). - “TO assuage the deadly hunger of
the poor is the treasury of the rich” (226). - “Wealth in be-
nevolence is the wealth of wealths. Wealth in possessions the
mob has also” (241).

With sure strokes the Kural draws the ideal of simple
ethical humanity. On the most varied questions concerning
the conduct of man to himself and to the world its utterances
are characterised by nobility and good sense. There hardly
exists in the literature of the world a collection of maxims in
which we find so much lofty wisdom.

“If a kind man inherits property, it is as if a fruit-tree
bears ripe fruit in the middle of a village” (216). - “The child
‘Mercy’ born of love lives by the care of the well-to-do nurse
‘Well-being’” (757). - “The wealth of him who gives nothing to
the poor is as if a very fine lady grows old in solitude” (1007).

“The gift is not the measure of the gift: its measure is in
the magnanimity of the receiver” (105).

“Better than spending with a happy heart is to carry on
sweet speech with a happy face” (92). - “For those who do
not understand how to be friendly, the great wide world, even
in bright daylight, lies in darkness” (999).

“Among all treasures that may be gained none can com-
pare with attaining to freedom from envying any man” (162).

“To forget good is not good; immediately to forget what
is not good is good” (108). - “Holy as a penitent is he who
forgets bitter speech from the lips of one who is excited” (159).

“Self-control leads to the immortals; want of self-con-
trol rushes into thick darkness” (121). - “He who is not ea-
ger for pleasure, but knows that pain is natural, will remain
free from distress” (298).



96 &L pstio stoT 6

“Those who are considerate and forbearing without let-
ting their duty suffer: the world gladly gives itself to such”
(578). - “The world rests on the excellence of the good prince
who knows how to change enmity into friendship” (874).

“Even if they are highly placed, those who are not hight-
minded are not high; even if their station be humble, those
who are not low-minded are yet not low™ (973)

“If thou dost harm to thy neighbour in the morning,
harm comes of itself to thee in the afternoon” (319)

“Asking the way, happiness goes of itself to him who is
undaunted in spirit” (594) - “Whoever says, ‘I will work for my
family’, before him there goes at once the goddess of good for-
tune, her robe well girded-up (i e as fellow-worker)” (1024)

“Take no pleasure, even if thou shouldst win, in gambling.
Even winning is as if a fish swallows the metal hook™ (931).

“The friendship of well-conducted men waxes like the
new moon : the friendship of fools wanes like the full moon”
(782)

“Husbandmen are the axle-pin on the wagon of the
world : they give support to all who, not caring for husbandry,
are engaged in other work™ (1032).

So a natural and ethical world and life affirmation of
this kind was present among the people of India at the begin-
ning of our era, although nothing of it can be found in
Brhmanism, Buddhism and Bhagaved-Gita Hinduism. It
gradually penetrates into Hindu thought through the great
religious teachers who had sprung from the lower castes and
lived among and felt with the people.

(Thanks to the Wilco Books, Mumbai)
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