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Dr.V.Kulandaiswamy, Secretary, VIMS, Coimbatore 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REVISITING 

NATIVE 

WISDOM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leadership is the most influential and ubiquitous factor in 

any social system.  Leadership is perceived as the 

possession of certain desirable qualities by an individual, 

which will influence the action of others.  Ability to 

command, direct and take the group or the organization 

forward towards achieving the desired goals is the crux of 

the leadership function. 

 

Herald Koontz and Heinz Weihrich in their book 

“Essentials of Management – an international perspective” 

(11th Edition) state that leader must instill values, whether 

they be concern for quality, honesty and calculated risk 

taking or concern for employees and customers. 

 

Leadership wields a decisive influence on the group. 

Thiruvalluvar emphasizes the indispensability of leadership 

with reference to the army. ”Though an army may contain a 

large number of permanent soldiers, it is of no consequence 

if it does not have an able leader”. 
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The oriental concept of leadership is grounded on values which goes beyond the material plane, and 

looks to the inner side of the leadership. Human values and qualities of leadership are inseparable.   

 

Thiruvalluvar explains categorically the qualities of leadership, value based as well as value neutral, 

which are quite relevant to the modern organizational and corporate context. 

 

According to him, leadership falls upon a person who possesses four basic qualities : love, knowledge, 

clarity of thought and absence of greed (Kural : 513). 

 

md;gwpt[ njw;wk; mthtpd;ik ,e;ehd;Fk; 

ed;Wilahd; fl;nl cyF  - Fws; 513  

 

Perseverance and untiring effort is another essential quality of a leader.  Thiruvalluvar states that :  

Perseverance is all the more required for those tasks which are challenging and difficult to achieve 

Perseverance is the key to glory.  No task is impossible to achieve for those who pursue it vigorously 

(Kural : 611). 

 

mUik cilj; bjd;W mrhthik ntz:Lk; 

bgUik Kaw;rp jUk; - Fws; - 611 

mrhthik - jsh]r]rpapd;ik   

mUik - cilj;J/ fodkhdJ 

 

The same point is reinforced in another couplet as follows : 

A leader should be capable of undertaking relentless effort in pursuit of the goal.  Sustained effort is 

bound to bring prosperity.  Lack of effort with result in poverty (Kural – 616). 

 

Kaw;rp jpUtpid ahf;Fk; Kaw;wpd;ik 

,d;ik g[Fj;jp tpLk;   - Fws; 616 
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A leader should have the capacity to manage even in adverse situations.  Thiruvalluvar emphasizes this 

as the single most important leadership quality. The strength of leadership is revealed only at the time of 

misfortune. 

 

Thiruvalluvar says : Misfortune is not the disgrace to anyone; the real disgrace is the lack of awareness of 

the context and capacity to manage (Kural : 628). 

 

 

bghwpapd;ik ahh]f;Fk; gHpad;W/ mitawpe;J 

Ms;tpid apd;ik gHp    - Fws; - 628 

bghwpapd;ik - tpjpapd; gad; 

 

A leader should have concern for people.  He should be empathetic, just and fair, in all his dispensations 

towards the subordinates or followers.  According to Thiruvalluvar, a good leader will create an 

impression that he is a tough task-master, but at the same time, gentle in dealing with people.  Such an 

approach will bring long term benefit (Kural : 562).In short he should be a people man.  

 

 

fonjhr]rp bky;y vwpf beojhf;fk; 

eP';fhik ntz:L gth]    - Fws; 562 

 

It is again emphasized in one more couplet that the human quality of concern for others should not be 

misconstrued as a weakness; it should not be at the cost of efficiency and detrimental to the performance 

of the task assigned (Kural : 578).  A successful leader has to balance the above two seemingly 

conflicting positions. 

 

fUk"; rpijahky; fz;nzhl ty;yhh]f;F 

chpik cilj;jpt; t[yF   - Fws; 78 

 

Another quality that a leader should possess is simplicity in demeanour easy of access and avoiding harsh 

words in dealing with people.  According to Thiruvalluvar such a leader will be held in high esteem. 
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fhl;rpf; bfspad; fL";brhy;yd; my;yndy;  

kPf;TWk; kd;d epyk;    - Fws; 386 

kPf;TWk; - g[fH;e;J ngRk; 

 

A leader should have pragmatic approach and possess worldly wisdom.  Fred E. Fielder and his 

associates at the University of Illinois have propounded a theory called contingency theory of leadership,  

which suggests that people become leaders, not only because of the attributes of their personalities but 

also because of various contextual factors, and the interaction between the leaders and the members of a 

group. 

 

Similar view is reflected in Thirukkural.  Even though, one knows the right method of performing a job, 

he will have to keep in mind the prevailing practices or adopt pragmatic approach (Kural 64). 

 

braw;if mwpe;j filj;Jk; cyfj;J 

,aw;if mwpe;J bray;   - Fws; 64 

 

The paramount factor that makes the leader great is the selflessness and non-attachment to the fruits of 

labour. 

 

“In the most of the western world at least the conventional justification for great action lies in the 

consequences of action.  You act because good things happen as a result.  The consequential logic runs 

through all our teachings, all our speeches” (James March, „Leadership and Life‟, quoted in Lan Liu, 

ibid, p.161). 

 

In the Indian value system, work without attachment to the fruits of labour is held in high esteem.  In 

Bhagavad Gita, Lord Sri Krishna preaches Karma Yoga to Arjuna, the essence of which is 

nishkamakarma, i.e., work without attachment.  This implies great action per se will bestow greatness 

on a person, irrespective of the consequences of action. 
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Thiruvalluvar holds a strikingly similar view.  According to him, those who are capable of doing 

impossible acts or rare deeds will be regarded as great persons and those who cannot are persons of small 

stature. 

 

braw;fhpa bra;thh] bghpah]/ rpwpah] 

braw;fhpa bra;fyh jhh]    - Fws; 26 

 

Absolute Monarchy and Autocracy were the leadership styles prevalent in those days in consonance with 

the socio-political system in India.  The modern theories of participative leadership and motivational 

methods have no relevance in such an environment.  Yet there are suggestions that autocratic and 

oppressive methods are not desirable.  The leader should share his knowledge and experience with others 

and allow enough freedom to the followers or subordinates and help them grow.  Pazhamozhi Naanooru 

(251) portrays such a kind of situation as follows : 

 

Nothing will grow under the shadow of a big banyan tree.  Likewise, no one will dare to act at free will 

and in one‟s own way under the dominance of an autocratic leader (ruler). 

 

 

kd;dt dhizf;fPH; kw;iwahh] kPf;Tw;wk; 

vd;d tifahy; brag;bgWg > g[d;idg; 

gug;g[ePh] jht[k; gLfly;jz; nrh]g;g * 

kuj;jpd; fPHhfh kuk;.        - gHbkhHp 251 

kPf;Tw;wk; - x';fpg; ngRjy;  

 

 

A leader should not be self-centred, and egoistic.  He should realize that any success is the result of 

collective effort.  

 

It is not his individual achievement but it is the achievement of the group as a whole. Due credit should 

be given to all the members of the group, who are his followers or supporters.  This view has been 

expressed by „Avvaiyar’ in her chronicle on wisdom „Moothurai‟, by means of a striking illustration. 
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The paddy which has potential for sprouting will lose its capacity to germinate when the husk is 

removed.  Likewise, whatever be his individual strength, a leader cannot achieve anything great without 

the support of others. 

 

gz:L Kisg;g jhprpna ahdhYk; 

tpz:Lkp nghdhy; Kisahjhk; - bfhz;lngh] 

Mw;wy; cilahh]f;Fk; Mfh jstpd;wp 

Vw;w fUkk; bray;    - Xsitahh]/ \Jiu 

tpz:Lkp - ckptpz:L nghjy; 

 

Leader follower Relationship 

The relationship between leader and follower is delicate .It is to be nurtured carefully. 

 

 

 

 

 

One should keep a safe distance with the leader, neither too close not too far. 

Leadership Ethics 

In the Indian tradition, leadership qualities are inseparable from ethics. Thirikadugam an ethical  treatise 

which lays down three ingredients of every aspect of personal and social life of an individual, also has 

laid down negative qualities and positive qualities of leadership from ethical point of view. 

Negative Qualities: 

-Endless fear that appears like waves of ocean  

-Boundless desire that enslaves one,  

-Anger that ignores the established truth, annihilates one like the flesh fried by its own fat.  

An ideal leader should disown theses three negative qualities. 

 

mr;rk; miy flypy; Njhd;wYk; Mh;Tw;w  

tpl;lfyf; fpy;yhj Ntl;ifAk; -fl;ba 

nka;e;epiy fhzh ntFspAk; ,;k;%d;Wk; 

jd;nda;apy; jhd; nghhpA khW.        jphpfLfk;-7 

mfyhJ mZfhJ  jPa;f;fha;thh; Nghy;f 

,fy;Nte;jh; Nrh;e;njhO Fthh; (Fws;-691) 
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Positive qualities: 

A leader should posses the following three qualities:  

-Never elated by the words of praise 

-Forbearance of the adverse criticisms 

-Behavolence in ethical deeds like monsoon clouds are the essential qualities of leadership  

 

gpwh; jd;idg; NgZq;fhy; ehzYk; Ngzhh; 

jpwd;NtW $wpw; nghiuAk;-mwtpidiaf; 

fhuhz;ik Nghy; xOfYk; ,k;%d;Wk; 

Cuhz;ik vd;Dk; nrUf;F.    jphpfLfk;-6
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 The Tirukkural (Tamil: திருக்குறள்), or shortly the Kural, is a classic Tamil text consisting of 

1,330 couplets or Kurals, dealing with the everyday virtues of an individual. It is one of the two 

oldest works now extant in Tamil literature in their entirety, the other being the Tolkappiyam
. 
 

Considered one of the greatest works ever written on ethics and morality, chiefly secular ethics, it 

is known for its universality and non-denominational nature. It was authored by Valluvar, also 

known in full as Thiruvalluvar. The text has been dated variously from 300 BCE to 5th century 

CE. The traditional accounts describe it as the last work of the third Sangam, but linguistic 

analysis suggests a later date of 450 to 500 CE. 

 Thirikatukam (Tamil: திரிகடுகம்) is a Tamil poetic work of didactic nature belonging to 

the Pathinenkilkanakku anthology of Tamil literature. This belongs to the 'post Sangam period' 

corresponding to between 100 – 500 CE. Thirikatukam contains 100 poems written by the poet 

Nallathanaar. The poems of Thirikatukam are written in the Venpa meter. 

 References from various Ancient Tamil Literatures 


