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Culture has been defined as the pursuit of perfection, which is the embodiment of 
sweetness and light. Culture reveals the various stages in the "development of an 
individual, a group or class or of a whole society". Culture, consists in the images that make 
imagination possible, in the media with which we mediate experience. All the artifacts we 
make and the relationships we enter into, have in that sense 'culture' consequences, for 
they gave form and shape to the way we think about other artifacts, other relationships. In 
cuiture is the distilled essence of the way of life of people, then, in the case of the people, 
the distillation process has covered a time span of more than two thousand years. And, 
today, the Tamil people, living in many lands and across distant seas acquire strength from 
the richness of their own cultural heritage - not only because that culture has somethirtg to 
do with their own roots and their way of life but also because they believe that culture has 
a significant contributions to make to the world. The following works of art and literature 
are among the most remarkable contributions of the Tamil creative genius to the world's 
cultural treasure and should be familiar to the whole world and admired and beloved by aU. 
The Thirukkural one of the great books of the world, one those singular emanations of the 
human heart and spirit which preacnes positive love and forgiveness and peace. The epical 
poem Cilappatikaram which by the 'baroque splendor' and by the charm and magic of its 
lyrical parts belongs to the epic masterpieces of the world. This paper discusses about the 
contribution of the Ancient Tamil to the Civilization and Culture of the world. It includes 
fi~e-fold division of the landscape, use of flowers, oil bath, white attire, sari and vetti, 
auspicious things, ethical humanism and the ideal of oneworld 
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CONTRIBUTION OF THE TAMIL CULTURE 


TO THE WORLD CIVILIZATION 


What is Tamil culture? 

The attempt to define, often results in sweeping generalizations and sweeping 

generalizations end up as meaningless cliches. The external manifestations of 

Tamil culture may be found in the songs and dances, in the cuisine arid dress 

forms, in the customs and rituals of the Tamil people. But, as always, the external 

and the internal go together. The earliest literature that we have in Tamil was 

classified into two main groups: 'internal' (akam) and 'external' (puram). 

'Definitions of culture... in the anthropological rather than the normative sense 

are notoriously difficult and unsatisfactory. It is probably best to approach this 

problem by using this term without attempting too much in the way of formal 

definition, and looking at what culture does-culture consists in the way analogies 

are drawn between things; in the way certain thoughts are used to think others; in 

figure of speech, in which a term is transferred to something it does not literally 

apply to ... Culture consists in the images that make imagination possible, in the 

media with which we mediate experience. All the artifacts we make and the 

relationships we enter into, have in that sense 'culture' consequences, for they 

give form and shape to the way we think about other artifacts, other 

relationships ... 



If culture is the distilled essence of the way of life of people, then, in the case of 

the Tamil people, the distillation process has covered a time span of more than 

two thousand years. And, today, the Tamil people, living in many lands and 

across distant seas acquire strength from the richness of their own cultural 

heritage - not only because that culture has something to do with their own roots 

and their way of life but also because they believe that culture has a significant 

contribution to make to the world, I can say that even those who claim to have a 

wide outlook and deep education, both Indians and Europeans, are not aware of 

this fact And it is the task of the Tamils themselves, and of those sympathetic t".. 

Chas who try to interpret Tamil culture, to acquaint the world's cultural public 

with the most important contributions of Tamil culture to the world's civilisation. 

As far as literary works are concerned, it is necessary be fore all to make them 

accessible to a wide public of readers by means of artistic translations into the 

worlds great languages; with regard to works of arts and architecture, it is 

necessary to make them a common treasure of the world with the help of 

publications giving details and perfect reproductions. This may be achieved 

through the UNESCO as well as through the work of individual scholars and local 

Institutions; this should also be one of the main tasks of the Academy of Tamil 

Culture. 
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The contribution of the ancient Tamil to the civilisation and culture of the 

world 

Culture has been defined as the pursuit of perfections which is the embodiment of 

sweetness and light. Culture reveals the various stages in the "development of an 

individual, a group or class or of a whole society" 

Tamil culture, which is one of the ancient cultures of the world, discloses some of 

the significant characteristics of human mind and its longing for the liberation of 

mankind from the trammels of death and destruction. 

The Dravidians were a mighty race who could feel proud of a culture and 

civilization exclusively their own and of great antiquity. Even after centuries of 

contact with the Aryans, the Dravidians maintained to a considerable extent their 

independent culture, which appears to have survived even today. This is strongly 

borne out by the Sangam literature. The Sangam works, no doubt reveal some of 

the cultural traits of the Aryans that have been assimilated into the fold of Tamil 

culture. But one can trace the facets of the Culture of the Tamils which is easily 

noticeable in the poems of the Sangam literature. 

In the light of the above observations, a modest attempt is made to trace the 

significant aspects of Tamil Culture that have enriched the heritage of the culture 

and civilization of the world. 
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Five-fold division of the Landscape 

The physical texture of the ancient South Indian landscape with its mountains and 

rivers, and clearly defined contours have induced the Tamils to divide the 

landscape on the basis of geographical set up. The hilly tracts and the mountain 

regions are called Kurinchi; the forest tracts are known as Mullai; the fertile 

regions of the river-valleys are called Marutam, the littoral landscape of the 

seashores is known as Neytal and the waste land and the sandy desert are called 

Palai. This five fold division of the landscape gave an impetus to the develop 

ment of Tamil Culture. Modem Scientific developments have shown that the 

influence of geography in determining the character and culture of a people could 

not be ignored. 

The Tamil culture appears to have evolved in different shades and forms in these 

five-fold regions, which ultimately, reached its high water-mark in the river 

valleys. 

The division of the landscape formed the basis for the ancient Tamil poetry which 

furnished its apodictic illustration of its independent origin and development. 

Only in the end of the 16th century, the Westerners have tried to classify the 

landscape into 5 regions. 
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Use of Flowers 

Ancient Tamils were known for their love towards flowers. They said it with 

flowers not only in love but also in war, in friendship, in hospitality and even in 

the relief of poverty and want. When strangers passed through a village, they were 

offered flowers as a sign of extending warm welcome to them. The bards adorned 

their musical instruments with garlands of flowers. 

Mullai, a variety ofjasmine has been considered as a symbol of chastity. Not only 

the girls and married ladies adorned their hair do's with flowers but also the males 

used to wear the strings of flowers in their tufts. Garlands and wreaths in various 

forms and sizes were in use. 

Care of the predominant totemic symbols of the three royal dynasties of 

Tamilnadu was garlands made out of a particular variety of flowers. The Cheras 

had the tender palmyra buds, the Pandyas used neem flowers and the Chalas had 

a fascination for Atti (Mountain ebony) flowers. 

During the periods of mourning and distress, flowers and garlands were not used 

by the Tamils. Widows were prohibited from using the flowers as an adornment. 

This healthy tradition is followed even today. The Tamils yet revere flowers as an 

auspicious symbol and as a token of love and affection. 

5 




Home, the Sweet home: 

The basic unit of the ancient Tamil Society was the family. A group of families 

constituted the different stratas of the Tamil society. Hence, the household life of 

the Tamil people played a vital role in the development of Tamil culture. The 

pleasant domestic life has been idealised and glorified as a supreme state in the 

life of every human-being. Love and virtue are the essential qualities of the 

householders and they arc considered as the symbol and fruit of the family tile. 

Among all those (who strive for future happiness) he is greatest who lead a happy 

family life. This life has been extolled as the greatest virtue to be practised. 

The better-half of the man is acclaimed as the true partner in life who possesses 

all the wifely virtues and spends according to the income of her husband. An 

excellent wife is a blessing to the home and that has bearing the good children is 

its precious ornament. The wife has been extolled as the "illuminator" of the 

family. 

The acquisition of intelligent children has been considered as the greatest 

blessings in the life of a man. There are number of fascinating pictures of the 

sweet home in the Sangam literature which bear ample testimony to the 

significance attached to the family life. 

6 




The duties of the domestic life have been portrayed in the following terms; 


"Showering presents to the goodmen, honouring the ascetics and the righteous, 


entertaining guests, friends and relatives, are the sacred duties of the noble 


householders". 


There seems to have been a popular saying about the Tamils of the Sangam age, 


that those are the fortunate parents, who won lasting fame in this as well as in the 


next world by having a son; they are the most blessed. 


This cherished ideal of the sweet home reveals the eagerness and attachment of 


the ancient Tamils to the household life which has been called illaram, I.e., 


righteous married life. 


One could not find a parallel to this type of reverence and respect shown to the 


family life in any other ancient civilizations of the world. 


Hospitality 

The Tamils of the Sangam age ale well known for their love and affection to their 

brotheren. From the dawn of history, the Tamils have freely associated with the 

foreigners of far and near. They have developed a sense of service towards them, 

which has been called in Tamil as viruntu ompal i.e., hospitality. Even today, they 

practise hospitality as a kind of virtue or an aspect of righteous living. 

Tiruvalluvar, the great poet-philosopher of Tamilnadu pays tributes to the act of 

hospitality in the following words; 
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"what for the wise toil and set up homes? It is to feed the guest and help the 

strangers. ' , 

There is hardly any reference to the act of hospitality as a sacred duty of the 

householder as it was practiced by the Tamils in any other countries of the ancient 

days. 

Sari and veIl; 

Modem Indian women, especially the South Indian women can be easily 

identified from her novel mode of dress i.e., from the sari, they usually wear. 

Nowaday it has become a fashion even among the ladies of Europe and America 

to be dressed with saris as an evening dress. The men of South India wear vetti or 

dhothi in a particular form, which has also gained popularity among the people of 

the world. 

But in the pie-historic period, most probably in the Neolithic period, this type of 

dress for men and women might have come into vogue among the Tamils. 

Gradually, this mode of dress spread throughout India. Alter the advent of the 

Muslims in India, their form of dress gained popularity in the North India. But it 

never became a favourable dress in Tamilnadu. It has become a national dress of 

the Tamils without any reservations even among the followers of alien religious 

creeds. 
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White attire: 

Ancient Tamil people wore white attire at the time of solemn occasions like 

starting horn home to the battle-fields and 'a' lor the birth day celebrations. The 

birthday celebration was known as the Vellani Vi/a. But in the Mediaeval Age, 

white dress has been looked with an air of condescension and it has been I It as an 

inauspicious dress in India, whereas in the Europe, it has gained significance as a 

dress of dignity and decorum. It may be the result of religious fends in India. A 

sect of Jains used to wear white-dress. So, it has become a symbolic 

representation of a particular sect. 

Rice and Spices 

Pepper and rice, the other important goods exported from the Malabar (Chera) 

coast in great quantities were fine pearls, ivory, ginger, spikenard oil and gems. 

The names of these luxurious goods have found a place in the vocabulary of the 

classical languages as well as in the modem European languages. 

One such word is arid (rice), the staple food of Tamilnadu and China from olden 

days. This word has found its way to Greece, where it was called Oryza. From 

this word, Oriza of Latin, riz of the French, rice of the English, rizo of the Italian 

and arrez ofthe Spanish have derived. 

Another important ingredient added to the dishes to preserve for a few days and to 

make them delicious is milaku which was called piperri in Greek, piper in Latin 

and pepper in the modem European languages. This name appears to be corrupted 
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form of Pippili, the long pepper in Tamil. Latin authors especially make frequent 

references to pepper. We can cite a significant example for this. Horace, with 

much delight, is apprehensive of his book being taken away to wrap up spices and 

pepper like impertinent writings which only deserve such a treatment. 

Ginger was also exported to the Western Countries. The people of Greece called it 

as zingiberi, and the Romans as gingiber, coming naturally from the Tamil word 

inchiver i.e., the root of the green ginger. The Roman physicians, Dioscurides 

praises it as a good digestive and nice recipe and auspicious records its frequent 

use as a food. The names of the sandal wood and pearl of Tamilnadu are also 

derived their names from canthu and para/ in the Western countries. 

Auspicious things 

In the marriage and other pleasant functions, we use vermillion and turmeric as 

auspicious symbols and sacred objects. Besides this, we freely give, take and 

chew the beta leaves on such occasions. These appear to be a legacy from our 

ancestors, which have found a prominent place in the heritage of the world. 

OUBath 

Smearing the gingerly oil from head to foot and then taking bath either in the cold 

or hot water has become a custom among the Tamils. 

Child birth was considered ceremonially unclean in many parts of the world. But 

they were never accustomed to purify the mother, from the pollution by 
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performing a ceremonial oil bath. In the Sangam period, this type of ceremonial 


oil bath of the mother was known as neyyani mayakkam. 


In the beginning and end of solemn occasions, ancient Tamil people used to take 


oil baths. This custom was prevalent among the Greeks and Romans who used 


olive for their baths. 


The practice of taking oil bath was a widespread habit only among the Tamils, the 


Greeks and the Romans of the ancient world. From this, we are inclined to think 


that the climate of the Mediterranean and the tropical regions might have induced 


these three nations to indulge in this custom to find comfort and gratification in 


the heat of the scorching sun. 


Calendar 

It is very interesting to note that "there are two, an ecclesiastical calendar and 

civil one. The ecclesiastic calendar of the Tamils like other Asiatic calendars, 

including the Telugu calendar is lunar. But the civil calendar is solar, truly and 

completely solar and is not, like ours, an originally lunar calendar modified to fit 

the solar year ... it is unique, and that it aims at a degree of astronomical accuracy 

and consistency beyond that of any other calendar in use... it proves the 

independence and continuous activity of Dravidian science in the past of India, 

least exposed to non-Dravidian influences." This statement points out the 

significance of the calendar adopted by the ancient Tamils. 
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Pattini Cult 

pattini cult is one of the significant features of Tamil culture, the deification of a 

'chaste wife' as the 'Goddess of chastity' originated in Tamilnadu during the 

Sangam age. Kannaki, the heroine of the epic Silappatikaram has been deified as 

Pattini Devi by Ilanko Adikal. 

Deification of Kannaki has brought in its wake, a train of legends and varied cults, 

in which pattini figures as one of the incarnations of the goddess Sakti of the 

Hindu religion. This cult has found a congenial atmosphere to thrive in Sri Lanka 

at the end of the Sangam age. There are many shrines to this deity in Ceylon. It is 

the only female deity in the pantheon of divine beings worshipped next to Taya by 

the Sinhalese. 

Pujay or the Flower offerings 

Pujay, the term in Tamil implies the mode of worshipping the deity with flowers. 

This word has been borrowed into Sanskrit as puja in the later Vedic period. This 

method of flower offerings to Gods represents the practice of the Tamils from 

time immemorial. "Homa or the fire ritual and puja, or the flowers ritual, 

represent two distinct words of religious thought or conception. The flower ritual 

or the Puja is unknown to the Vedic religion; their ritual is everywhere Homa. 

This categorical expression of an lndologist clearly points out the indebtedness of 

the various religious tenets to the Tamils which are following the flower offerings 

as a form ofworship. 
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Concept of Self Surrender 

The concept of self-surrender at the feet of God has been enunciated and 

elucidated in great detail by the preceptors of Saiva and Vaishnava theology of 

later periods. In no other religious tenets of India, as well as of the accident, we 

find such a lofty ideal of relinquishing the worldly attachments and submit oneself 

at the feet of the God to seek solace for the yearning heart. 

Tiruvalluvar, the illustrious sage and sear of Tamilnadu enunciates the doctrine of 

self surrender for the first time in ancient India. He instructs that "those who find 

refuge at the great feet of Him who lives in the heart (of the devotees) live 

eternally in Heaven". "To those who are united in the feet of Him who is without 

desire or aversion, never experience sufferings". 'They alone escape from sorrows 

who surrender themselves at the feet of Him who is unique in every respect. "The 

stonny seas of wealth and sensual pleasure cannot be traversed except by those 

who cling to the feet of the God who is the ocean of righteousness." "None can 

swim the great sea of births, hut those of who are united in the feet of God". 

These verses have been the main source for the exposition of the doctrine of self

surrender at the feet of God in the mediaeval period. No other religion except 

Christianity advocates the doctrine of self-surrender at the feet of the Supreme 

Being. This concept can be claimed as a significant contribution of the Tamil in 

the sphere ofphilosophical speculations. 
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Mutlamil 

Ancient Tamils included the most popular fine arts viz., music, dance and drama 

in their concept of muttamil. They have given equal importance to music and 

dance and treated them in par with the Tamil language and literature. We could 

not find a parallel to this concept of fine arts in any quarters of the world. 

The musical instruments like yal (lute), kulal (flute) (not the natheswaram of this 

century) and mulavu (two-faced drum), the proto-type of modem mirutankam are 

the most important orchestra that enhanced the value of the melodious music of 

the ancient Tamils. 

Literature 

The akam poems of the Sangam age excells in form and he in as well as 

expression and elucidation of the subtle ideas and the tender feelings of the lovers. 

They depict and glorify only the life of the lovers who have succeeded in their 

love affair. When we compare these akam poems with the love poems of other 

countries, we find to our surprise that they deal with the disappointment and 

desertion of lovers 

The moral philosophy of the Tamils is enshrined in Tirukkural one of the great 

classics in TamiL It is the 'master piece of Tamil literature and one of the highest 

and purest expression of human thought". 
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Ethical Humanism 

Rene Grousset, one of the outstanding scholars in the study of Eastern 

Civilizations calls Tamil culture as the "Culture of a Tropical Greece" and 

Tamilnadu as a "Greece before the time of Greece". He also points out that there 

is a "basic relationship between the refinement of highly evolved ethical ideals 

and basically popular sentiments of humanism of the Tamils". Then he expresses 

that "This is one of the greatest contributions ofthe Tamils to the world culture". 

The ideal oCOne World 

The supreme philosophy of life as conceived by the Tamils is clearly expressed in 

one ofthe verses of Purananuru the ancient Tamil Classic: 

"Every country is my country 

Every man is my kinsman" 

In these lines, the ancient Tamils have given vibrant expreSSIOn to their 

"cherished ideal of the one world and the universal brotherhood of man'. From 

this oft-quoted epigram, one can infer that the Tamils have gone beyond the 

barriers of class, community, nation and religion and embraced the whole 

humanity as their brotheren. There is hardly any parallel to this anticipation of 

'one-world ideal' and the 'universal brotherhood of man' in ancient countries. 

The major contributions of various cultures and civilisations of the globe to the 

formation ofcivilisation ofmankind have been expressed in the following terms: 
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Glory that was Greece! 

Grandeur that was Rome! 

Splendour that was India! 

Marvelous that was China! 
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