Spccch
T amil, my mother languagc

To celebrate Mothcr Languagc Dag
febfifarg. 21202 %

SN A
TN AP : Professor Kalai Mathee, MSc, PhD, MPH

FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

Tamil is one of the oldest surviving classical languages in the world, dating back more than 2000
years. It is spoken by about 85 million people in India and other places, including Sri Lanka,
Malaysia, Singapore, Canada, and Europe. Its history, literature, and culture are inexhaustibly rich.
In addition to the richness of its older heritage, Tamil has immense and growing modern literature
and a vast entertainment industry that includes, among other things, film, television, dance, and
music. Tamil is a language of great importance to the world, both in its classical manifestations
and active life today.
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Mahakavi Subramaniya Bharathi, fondly referred to and revered as Bharathiyar, was a 20th-
century Tamil poet who lived during British rule. He is a polyglot fluent in Bengali, Hindi, Sanskrit,
Kuuch, and English and translated many literary works into Tamil. He always claimed that no other
language is as sweet as Tamil. Though Tamil has extensive classical literature, it often fails to reach
the masses due to its ornate language. Bharathiyar created poems that can easily be understood.
Many of his poems have been adopted in Tamil cinema. His topics include the earth, the elements,
human emotions, struggles, and independence from colonial rule. As you can imagine, he was not
very popular with the British empire and was exiled to Pondicherry, a French colony in India.
Please allow me to read one of his poems.
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The Bharathiar poem extols the virtues of Shakthi. One could argue that Shakthi here refers to a
goddess. However, Shakthi, as in many Tamil words, encompasses energy, ability, strength, effort,
power, and capability. To me, Shakthi refers to mental and physical strength imparting the power
to go beyond and serve humanity. | will share three excerpts from “Thunbam illaada nilaye
shakthi.” It means that “State of No Sorrow is Power’.
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State of no sorrow is power
State of vigilance is power
Benevolent love is power
Life of spirituality is power

Knowledge that helps life flourish is power

Knowledge that helps to protect the motherland is power
Averting adversity is power

Removing turmoil is power

Preventing descent with dignity is power

Appreciating the expanse of the universe is power

Rising above degeneracy

Radiating divine energy from within is the highest power

I like to add my own verse that befits today’s celebration.
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Learning thy mother language is power
Learning thy mother culture is power
Pride in thy mother language is power
Language and cultural identity are power
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