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Abstract

Business has always been more than just an economic activity; it shows a way of deciding
things, shaped by social values, how people see risk, and looking ahead. Over time, business
practices haven’t just been guided by making money, but also by feeling stable, responsible, and
tough when the economic conditions change. An entrepreneur’s mindset is shaped by a blend of
tradition, integrity and business. Traditional systems emphasized careful planning, disciplined
investment and persistent effort prior to embarking on any undertaking, while ethical principles
regulated profit-making through fairness, moderation, service and accountability. In this con-
text, enterprise signifies strategic foresight; a balance of aspiration and patience, an acknowl-
edgement of uncertainty and preparing for both success and failure. Failure and insufficient
profit were not viewed as a downfall but as phase necessitating adaption, resource investment
and moral strength. Indian knowledge Systems are essential for developing a professional atti-
tude, blending practical financial wisdom with moral instruction. For example, Avvaiyar’s mor-
al guidelines discuss proper investment, the value of labour and the dangers of accumulating
money too quickly and excessively. Wealth is only worthwhile when guided by knowledge, re-
sponsibility, and social harmony, offering a structure where economic activity stays sustainable
and human-centric.

Integrating these traditional concepts with the modern market practices offers an opportunity to
rethink current business strategies, which are often designed primarily for immediate profit.
This approach underscores the continued relevance of Indian ethical thought in addressing to-
day’s challenge related to risk management, responsible investment and sustainable enterprise,
while affirming the importance of integrating knowledge, ethics and strategy in the evolving
landscape of business.
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Introduction

The Indian knowledge tradition views economic activities not merely as the accumulation of
wealth, but rather as an integral component of moral responsibility, the collective well-being,
and the art of governance. The Vedas, Upanishads, epics and treatises on ethics provide detailed
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expositions on economic systems, the allocation of resources and the duties of rulers in main-
taining social harmony. The Arthashastra and the Manusmriti are among the texts that provide
systematic information about governance, economic regulation and administrative duties. In the
Arthashastra the political thinker Kautilya gives an integrated perspective on administration and
economic management, linking prosperity to the welfare of society. His famous saying “In the
happiness of his subjects lies the king’s happiness; in their welfare his welfare”, reflects the eth-
ical framework within the economic administration was envisioned (Kautilya, Arthashastra).
The Tamil literary tradition sees similar ethical concerns manifested in both poetry and didactic
literature. The Tamil poet Thrivalluvar provides brief but deep lessons on moral behavior, so-
cial duties and the ethical handling of worldly matters in his well-known work Thirukkural.
This text especially the Porul (wealth and governance) part, explains the need for good behav-
iour, correct administration and the right use of physical resources to maintain social peace. By
stressing that wealth should not just be for personal gain but for the good of society, the
Thirukkural shows an ethical idea of economic life based on right conduct and everyone’s re-
sponsibility. Classical Tamil poetry is grounded in a culture where experience is sensitive to
context, and meaning emerges from the situation rather than from abstract universe principles.
Within this tradition, the works of the Tamil poetess Avvaiyar have a special place in this ethi-
cal literary tradition. Her didactic poems provide moral direction through brief and moralistic
stanzas, stressing discipline, hard work, modesty and responsible behavior in daily life.

In modern economies, business practices are often driven by market competition and the
pursuit of immediate profit. As markets expanded globally and industrial systems took shape,
the focus of companies gradually shifted toward operational efficiency, production and finan-
cial accumulation. This shift represents a significant departure from traditional Indian work
practices; wherein economic activities were understood within a broader framework encom-
passing social order and resource management. In modern corporate systems, special emphasis
is placed on performance indicators, raid expansion and market competition. Consequently,
scholars argue that modern business models need to realign with value-based frameworks. As
management thinker Peter Drucker put it, “Management is doing things right; leadership is do-
ing the right things” (Drucker, 1973), underscoring the importance of ethical judgement along-
side technical efficiency in organizational practices.

Within this framework, the understanding gained from traditional knowledge systems
offer an analytical perspective for rethinking modern approaches to trade and economic struc-
tures. Indian thought views economic engagement nor merely as the pursuit of financial gain,
but as a systematic process encompassing resource management, social harmony and long-term
sustainability.

Tradition, Economic Practices and Avvaiyar’s Ethical Investment thought

Classical Tamil literature provides a detailed and varied understanding of economic life, in
which trade, social structure and moral values are profoundly interconnected. Early Tamil texts,
like Sangam corpus and epics such as Silappadikaram and Manimekalai, shows a society where
trade was more than just an economic activity; it was a well organised and socially integrated
practice. In its early stage, trade was conducted primarily through a barter system known as
Pandamattumurai, wherein goods were exchanged directly without the use of money. In these
transactions, agricultural yield, specifically paddy, frequently served as a standard metric of
worth. Essential commodities such as salt and paddy were generally deemed equivalent in val-
ue, reflecting the interdependence between the coastal and agricultural regions.

Commercial transactions occurred at reputable marketplaces located in large cities like Madurai
and Puhar, within this organised frameworks markets, such as the Nalangadi (morning market)
and the Allangadi (evening market), were open at different times of the day. These markets
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served as bustling hubs where merchants, artisans and small traders gathered to sell a wide vari-
ety of goods, such as grains, fish, cooked food, textiles, perfumes and jewellery. The vibrant
commercial life of ancient TamilNadu was anchored by a sophisticated security infrastructure
that allowed diverse populations to thrive. The lines:

LDGI6WT LD(HBIK6ST LOMBIGCIEST6IT LO6T6NT (LD

LI 19 63T LD (ISt LIew L6l LT & EMpLD'

Mathurai marukin marankol mallarum

Patina marukin padaikelu makkalum (Silappatikaram V:76-77)

refers to the brave warriors and armed guards stationed within the city and its commercial
zones. This organised security was indispensable to the success of Barter (commodity ex-
change), as it provided a safe environment for people arriving from diverse regions and foreign
lands to congregate in one place. By securing the marketplaces, these urban centres functioned
as ‘cosmopolitan magnets’, attracting a diverse array of merchants, artisans and laborers who
facilitated the exchange of goods and ideas long the advent of a unified currency.

These texts also demonstrate that commerce was conducted in a highly organised manner. The
application of labels to goods, the indication of ownership and the employment of systematic
methods for the conveyance of items are examples of early commercial management tech-
niques. The existence of clearly identifiable packing and transportation methods reflects an un-
derstanding of elements critical to any advanced trading system, such as accountability, owner-
ship and transport coordination. Gradually, these practices developed into more structured
forms via merchant associations like the Aynurruvar, Manigramam, Nanadesi, Valanciyar, and
Anchuvannam; these associations were integral in governing trade, upholding standards and
enabling long-distance commerce. Additionally, they contributed to community life and infra-
structure, strengthening the idea that economic activities were closely tied to the development
of cities and societal welfare.

In this wide structure of organised business, the ethical side of economic life becomes especial-
ly important vis Avvaiyar’s teaching works. Even though they weren’t written as official eco-
nomic treatises, her verses give key insights into the basic ethical rules for wealth, labor and
resource management. Her observations imply that money should be distributed meaningfully
throughout society rather than being hoarded. The verse conveys this idea:

[BLDLIGST L WIS T & B6VBT Hlrallwimiser

LIDL& & TLD GuiisETLD UTSHeDSHUWITEHBTLD — 6UIDL|SHHTLD

QB TTEWETHBTLD H6TEHSHHTLD CHTeYdbHTLD FIeydhdTLD

HETOTTHETLD HoHHT LD Hrever. (kesigan, verse 9: “Avvaiyar Tanippadalgal”)

Namban adiyavarkku nalkath thiraviyangal

Pampukkaam peykkaa parathaiyarkkam- vambukkaam

Kollaikkaam kallukkaam kovukkaam savukkaam

Kallarkkaam theekkagum kaan.
“Wealth that is not shared with Devotees of Lord Shiva is ultimately ends up being used in
destructive ways.”

This suggests that idle or hoarded money eventually gets used up in harmful ways. The under-
lying idea here is that wealth must flow back into society; whether through charity, welfare or
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even through business practices that generate livelihoods, circulation and value. In this way,
economic activity itself becomes a valid means of charity, where enterprise and reinvestment
encourage the welfare of the entire society. This approach is consistent with the more general
Indian business thought, which stresses that lasting prosperity depends on the ethical and sus-
tainable flow of resources within society and connects economic success to trust, disciplined
hard work and responsible management.

Avvaiyar’s observation also reveal an inherent understanding of expertise and competence.
Recognizing that individuals possess varying aptitudes suited to specific tasks, she states:
suTedT & (HAllulledr gn (b ULEVT S S O1HT6V FHeWM WIT6dT
G et FAevibLil wimeuhd@Hep CFiwmgmed — wmd Glufg)ib
susVBeVT L 6T6dTMI 6UEdleWLD GIFTEV Gou6sdTL T MBI T6voT
6T6LEVT T & (&L speuGleumedTmy sTerflg). (kesigan, verse 5: “Avvaiyar Tanippadalgal™)
Vaan kruviyin koodu vallarakku thol karaiyaan
Then silambi yaavarukkum seyyarithal-yaam perithum
Vallome endru valimai sola vendaangaan
Ellaarkkum ovvondru elithu.
“For every being, something is easy here”

Her teachings emphasize that each person contributes through their distinct abilities and are
consistent with the division of labour principle, which is a major factor in economic growth.
This concept is strongly related to early Tamil trade systems, where labor and production were
naturally coordinated by professional groups and guilds, demonstrating how structured speciali-
sation promoted productivity, interdependence and general economic stability. Simultaneously,
the verse also cautions against arrogance, reminding individuals that no single skill encom-
passes all forms of excellence. In the contemporary business environment, similar principles
appear in organisational structures where efficiency and innovation emerge from collaborative
specialisation rather than individual dominance. Her emphasis on the dignity o labor, where
productive effort is seen as the basis of lasting wealth, is just as important. This supports a cen-
tral belief in both ancient and modern economic ideas; that economic value comes from hard
work and discipline, not dependency.

Avvaiyar draws a distinction between acquired skills and intrinsic moral character, underscor-
ing that technical competence alone cannot secure long-term success. A verse states:

ASSTpLd ewSLILIPSGHLD CFBHGLOPLD BTLILILPSELD
UG HCIST(H Hevall LTLILIPEGESELD — BldHHLD
BEML_U|LD BEDL_LILILPSHSLD L _LLD &6D W U|LD

CarewLwid Lpeailds Gswrid. (kesigan, verse 6: “Avvaiyar Tanippadalgal”)
Chithiramum kaippazhakkam senthamizhum naappazhakkam

Vaithathoru kalvi manappazhakkam-nitham

Nadaiyum nadaippazhakka natpum thayaiyum

Kodaiyum piravik kunam.

“Painting is a skill of the hand through practice...
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Stored knowledge arises from practice of the mind.”

However, the poem also indicates that virtues such as generosity, compassion and integrity
arise from within us. Within the realm of commerce, this distinction illuminates the importance
of ethical leadership and responsible management. Commercial entities rely on trust, collabora-
tion and equitable conduct among stakeholders. Lacking these attributes, even robust economic
frameworks find it difficult to sustain stability and trustworthiness.

Her teachings further underscore the social responsibility attached to wealth. According to this
concept, prosperity entails an obligation toward collective welfare, indicating that economic
success must be aligned with the broader social good. This perspective anticipates modern dis-
course on ethical investment and corporate responsibility, wherein the societal impact of eco-
nomic activity emerges as a primary metric of success. The ethical and literary traditions of
classical Tamil culture collectively provide a comprehensive framework for economic life.
Ranging from localised barter systems to complex networks supported by markets, trade guilds
and organised transport, the evolution of commerce unfolded while remaining rooted in ethical
precepts.

Investment, Prudence and Modern Enterprise

Building upon the structured economic practices and ethical foundations evident in classical
Tamil society, it is essential to examine how these principles apply to broader perspectives on
enterprise and investment. In this context, Avvaiyar’s teachings establish a conceptual bridge
between modern business practices and traditional economic life, providing appropriate insights
into how labor arrangements, investment choices and business strategies might be aligned with
long-term stability and continuity. Understanding investment and enterprise, therefore, requires
revisiting Indian Knoeledge Systems, where economic life was understood not as a rigid hierar-
chy but as a network of interdependence and self-reliance. Traditional frameworks especially
those reflected in classical Tamil literature, indicate that systems such as barter enabled individ-
uals to function as independent economic agents while remaining mutually dependent on one
another. This balance required trust, clarity of roles, and stability in labour. In contrast, the
modern business practices largely shaped by colonial structures—often directs individuals to-
ward structured employment rather than entrepreneurial initiative, reinforcing a fixed “9-5”,
mindset, an aspect that reflects not merely standard working hours, but also a comprehensive
system of regulated, time bound labor embedded within industrial and commercial systems. As
a result, the contemporary business environment tends to create dependency on centralized au-
thority, where hiring and dismissal are externally controlled, reducing long-term stability and
mutual trust. Frequent labour turnover further disrupts efficiency and continuity unlike earlier
systems where skill-based roles and sustained associations ensured cohesion.

In the modern world, business activities are often driven by competition and immediate profit.
However, traditional Indian thought reminds us that long-term success depends on responsibil-
ity, stability and ethical conduct, thereby encouraging a re-evaluation of contemporary strate-
gies in light of sustainable practices. Avvaiyar’s literary vision is not confined solely to morali-
ty, but stretches to the practical domains of economic life. She illustrates this point with the
verse:

STERTTLOV CouemTOH6VVTID H5SH6VTLD SHEMH T (LpedT

@& TeWTTLO6Y UMl HD&H&Hd dn L _TEFH — [HTETTLOEV

GuéaHlt GuFGIFeTeID GILIHLD LLEHSIT QUbHSHTH ST 6D

SHFHd HF6lFeTeyid slefl. (kesigan, verse 7: “Avvaiyar Tanippadalgal”)

Kaanaamal venathellam kaththalaam katror mun
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Konaamal vaay thirakkak koodaathe-naanaamal
Peachup peachennum perum poonai vanthaakkaal
Keechuk keechennum kili.

“The parrot chatters shamelessly in play,

Till near comes the fierce cat it screeches away.”

Which means people without true understanding look confident when things are easy but col-
lapse when tested. It underscores the critical need for informed decision-making and panning
carefully before any new endeavour: a principle that was adhered to more strictly in earlier
times. Traditionally, before initiating any commercial activity, an entrepreneur would meticu-
lously analyse market conditions, potential returns versus losses and the necessary capital out-
lay. For example, if an enterprise demanded a I3 lakh investment, a cautious entrepreneur
would secure 26 lakhs in reserve to mitigate future risks and uncertainties, ensuring the long-
tern stability and resilience of the enterprise. This approach shows a mindset where investment
is not only about initial outlay, but rather about security and risk management. Interestingly,
even in the contemporary business environment, such practices are accepted as part of an en-
during traditional wisdoms that stays relevant despite changing circumstances. However, it is
frequently noticed that this depth of understanding is progressively fading, as many current sys-
tems stress speed over careful evaluation. Therefore, it becomes necessary for today’s entrepre-
neurs to adopt such concepts in their decision-making processes, since a gap has formed be-
tween practice and understanding, a gap that Indian Knowledge Systems can effectively ad-
dress by implementing a more balanced and sustainable approach to business.

Expanding on this perspective, Avvaiyar also suggests that effective business practices rely on
identifying individual strengths because everyone is best suited for a particular job. This natu-
rally creates a division of labor where responsibilities are assigned based on skills; this setup
guarantees efficiency and better results in areas like production, marketing and finance. Her
perspective underlines that productivity is not only about improving output but about connect-
ing the appropriate person with the right task. This perspective is further supported by her dif-
ferentiation between acquired sill and inner discipline, where technical expertise may be
achieved via practice, but long-term success depends on ethical character and mental discipline.
In this sense, leadership in business involves not just expertise but also ethics, consistency and
accountability. However, a significant change is observed when this principle is considered
within the framework of modern business practices. Today’s decision-making often prioritizes
reducing costs and increasing production rather than carefully balancing skill and responsibil-
ity. For instance, if a company replaces one employee earning 360,000 with two employees
earning 325000 each, it may reduce costs and increase manpower, allowing work to be divided
and managed efficiently. Yet, this approach tends to focus more on financial optimization than
on individual capability and as a result, it may lead to instability, reduced trust and a lack of
long-term association within the workforce. In contrast to Avvaiyar’s perspective; where tasks
are allocated according to capability, modern work systems sometimes prioritize accomplishing
more work at a lower cost, which can lead to a neglect of the importance of skill alignment.
Thus, even in today's context, where efficiency and productivity are paramount, it becomes cru-
cial to integrate this traditional insight by ensuring that tasks are entrusted solely to capable in-
dividuals. Although increasing output is a valid objective, aligning tasks with individual capa-
bilities can enhance both efficiency and stability, leading to a more balanced, sustainable busi-
ness that combines productivity with trust and long-term growth.

In today’s scenario modern enterprise utilizes strategies that focused on visibility and market
reach. Firms often partner with popular or controversial figures to promote their brands, as such
individuals generate appeal and engagements. Despite the criticism these celebrities receive,
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their wide reach assists businesses in broadening their audience and increasing sales, showing
how companies adjust to changing social trends while keeping their identity intact. This grow-
ing emphasis on visibility and immediate profits also signals a broader shift, wherein many
companies prioritize short-term financial gain over innovation, ethical responsibility and social
well-being, a trend that may ultimately limit their long-term sustainability.

Conclusion

When traditional Indian thought and modern business practices are viewed in conjunction, a
shared objective becomes apparent, despite the differences that exist between them. While tra-
ditional frameworks emphasize planning, ethical investment and trust based, skill oriented or-
ganisational structures, modern strategies prioritize branding, operational efficiency and market
expansion. Rather than viewing tradition and modernity as mutually exclusive opposites, it is
more meaningful to understand them as evolving frameworks, contexts in which change is in-
evitable, yet continuity is equally essential. When combined, these approaches can create a
more balanced and enduring model of enterprise, one which ethical responsibility facilitates
strategic growth without compromising the stability of the workforce. Thus, Indian business
thought ultimately demonstrates that sustainable success is achieved solely through a harmoni-
ous blend of ethics, knowledge and strategy; wherein investment is guided by understanding,
labor is organized through trust and wealth is manged with responsibility.
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