Semester 1 DSCC 1 Unit 4

Tamilakam and Sangam Literature

Tamilakam refers to the ancient geographical region of South India inhabited by the
Tamil-speaking people. It broadly covered the modern states of Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and parts of
Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, including northern Sri Lanka. The Sangam Age represents the
earliest historical period of Tamilakam, roughly spanning from 300 BCE to 300 CE,
characterised by the flourishing of Tamil literature known as Sangam literature.Politically,
Tamilakam was divided among three powerful and enduring dynasties, the Chera the Chola and
the Pandya dynasties.

The Sangam was a college or assembly of Tamil poets held probably under the patronage of the
chiefs or kings. We, however, neither know the number of Sangams nor the period for which
they were held. It is stated in a Tamil commentary of the middle of the eighth century that three
Sangams lasted for 9990 years and were attended by 8598 poets, and had 197 Pandya kings
as patrons. All this is wild exaggeration. All that can be said is that a Sangam was held under
royal patronage in Madurai. The available Sangam literature, which was produced by these
assemblies, was compiled in c. AD 300-600. However, parts of this literature look back to at
least the second century AD.

The Sangam literature can roughly be divided into two groups, narrative and didactic. The
narrative texts are called Melkannakku or Eighteen Major Works. They comprise eighteen major
works consisting of eight anthologies and ten idylls. The didactic works are called Kilkanakku or
Eighteen Minor Works.

The narrative Sangam texts give some idea of the state formation in which the army consisted
of groups of warriors, and the taxation system and judiciary arose in a rudimentary form. The
texts also tell us about trade, merchants, craftsmen, and farmers. They speak of several towns
such as Kanchi, Korkai, Madurai, Puhar, and Uraiyur. Of them, Puhar or Kaveripattanam was
the most important. The Sangam references to towns and economic activities are corroborated
by Greek and Roman accounts, and by the excavation of the Sangam sites.

Many of the Sangam texts, including the didactic ones, were written by the Brahmana scholars
of Prakrit or Sanskrit. The didactic texts cover the early centuries of the Christian era and
prescribe a code of conduct not only for the king and his court but also for the various social
groups and occupations. These categories could have been possible only after the fourth
century when brahmanas rose in number under the Pallavas. The texts also refer to grants of
villages, and also to the descent of kings from the solar and lunar dynasties. Besides the
Sangam texts, we have a text called Tolkkappiyam, which deals with grammar and poetics.
Another important Tamil text deals with philosophy and wise maxims, and is called Tirukkural. In
addition, we have the twin Tamil epics Silappadikaram and Manimekalai. The two were



composed around the sixth century. The first is considered to be the brightest gem of early Tamil
literature.
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