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MOTHERS FEEDING YOUNG CHILDREN IN SANGAM LITERATURE
Vaidehi Herbert

Sangam literature reveals many aspects of our ancient Tamil culture. It is a
clear mirror into our past. Surprisingly many of them are still in vogue today, unbroken,
despite the passage of over 2 thousand years. Among them, the most interesting one is the
custom of feeding young children, by tricking them like we do today, telling them that each ball
of rice or each sip of milk is for the father, grandfather, grandmother, brother, sisteretc. and
finally for the baby, and feeding it to them. Most of us have been raised fondly in this manner
by our own mothers and grandmothers. Two poems describe this very well.

In Kalithokai 85, a young mother who is pained by the infidelities of her
husband, invites her son who totters and walks with his three-wheeled walker, to come and
drink some milk. She asks him to drink some for his father, some for his father’s
concubines,some for her and some forhisfoster mother. She says,

“O noble son! Your tiny feet with delicate toes may
ache as you walk slowly holding the curved handle of
your walker. Come to my arms and drink your milk.

Using the bard covered with lies, as a fishing rod, your
father goes about catching women he desires to unite,
seizing their hearts. Come and drink his share of the
milk.

Trusting the deceiving lies of your father, women who

are confused and afflicted, unable to sleep, shed tears with
their pretty, flower-like, kohl-lined eyes. Come and drink
their share of the milk.

My son who is happy hearing my praises! Drink a little.
It will be sweet like my praises.

I will have peace of mind if you drink the share of your
mothers”.

In Akananuru 219, the foster mother of the heroine who eloped to be with the
hero, remembers fondly how she fed the heroine when she was a young child. She says,
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My young daughter, wearing gold bangles,
has left with an unfair man,

she who I took special care of since her birth,
in our rich, huge house where she walked as her
anklets jingled, and even if she played
throwing ball with her friends, worried that
she'd be tired, I'd invite her in, praise her,

and feed her a bowl filled with milk,

as white as dew-covered pakandraiflowers
with huge leaves, and tell her, "Drink one part
for me and one part for your father."
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These poems are fascinating, exposing the many facets of our ancient Tamil
culture that has been handed down to us. Our noble ancestors, by writing these lines, exposed

our ancient traditions.
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