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Article

Reading Between Languages:
Bama’s Voice in Karukku

G.Krishnaveni

Dr.B. Winmayil

arukku, the autobiography of Bama is a pioneer

writing in Tamil Dalit Literature It deals with the
suppressed life of Bama who struggled hard to find an
identity as a Dalit in the casteist society through the
tool of education. Bama highlights the skirmishes of
jeopardized communities and exposes the exploitation
driven by capitalism and caste discrimination. She
effectually porirays the daily hardships faced by Dalit
people, particularly Dalit women who suffer from multiple
layers of oppression. Bama’s bold critique of bigoted
practices and the powerful questions she raises against
their despots make her work a landmark in Dalit literature.
The immediate success of Karukku motivated Bama to
continue her writing carrier with the same theme: Dalit
People’s Plights. She has written two novels: Vanmam and
Sangati other than Karukku. She has also written short
stories too. All of her works have been translated into
English and French.
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Lakshmi Holmstrom is a great translator and literary
critic. She has translated the works of Bama, Ambai,
Pulamaipithan and so on. She has written 2 critical works:
one on R.K. Narayan and another on Mauni. Bama’s
sacrifice of her life to her community and the struggles
endured by herself and her people prompted Lakshmi
Holmstrom to render the Tamil text Karukku into English. She
brought out this important work to a global audience and
shedding light on the suffering and discrimination faced
by Dalit people. However, despite conveying the central
theme of the struggles of Dalit communities, Holmstrom's
translation could not fully capture the essence of Karukku
as conveyed by Bama. The use of colloquial Tamil
language in the original, which reflects the authentic life
of Tamil people, posed challenges in translation, making
it difficult to preserve the original flavour and depth of
Bama’s work.
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In the original Tamil text, there is no fixed grammar
structure, and the language is written in spoken Tamil,
reflecting the natural flow of conversation. In contrast, Lakshmi
Holmstrom's translation follows a more structured approach
with clear spelling and grammar. At times, when she could
not find exact English equivalents for certain Tamil words
used by Bama, she chose to transliterate them, preserving
the original terms. This highlights the difference in linguistic
approaches between the colloquial style of the Tamil text
and the more formal structure of the English translation. In
the translated version, certain Tamil words, such as @QukLomeit
gmsl, Qurpgest Lomom, Bfiiiumm, and Guii are transliterated
as Perumaal saami, Bondan Mama, Nari Paara, and pey,
they hold specific cultural meanings that cannot be easily
franslated into English. Similarly, the caste names from
Dravidian communities in Tamil Nadu such as mrLmiy, Gz eur,
Qe guiIny, e, BTWSE]T, 2_enLwi, Gmeu], Foflediwi,
uefteny and uemmpwiy are adlso transliterated in English as
Nadar, Thevar, Chettiyaar, Aasaari, Naicker Udaiyaar, Kuravar,
Chakkiliyar, Pallar, and Parayar. Because there are no direct
equivalents for these terms in the English language. Therefore,
despite the translation, the deeper cultural and contextual
reference of gliLgwd is lost.

Bama uses her community's colloquial language,
incorporating even abusive terms, in her writing. However, the
translator, Lakshmi Holmstrom, has rendered the language in
a more polished form for the target text, sometimes omitting
certain words. Bama has comically said,

FTWBISTVD Yn weflss G
Qsmpajew @81 FmLILTL1SST6T @)(hSGLD.
=0 sTCwrearey e 6L ewTay) b
Aoouyb. QnosGp @61 QLisiw
Y GLPTiIcY FewTenl] jiqbs FewTenl_ &R
BIMID. UGD 6155 6165 II9FF @5 GL LD
ComibyrgisE byl @ Cprb H%GLh.
BT UMy Fesstenl_sarT CeL L1 Fflliimest
iy euplp. (Lmom 6-7).

The same passage is as follows in the Target
Language Text

In the afternoon, ofter five o-clock, the streets were
all noise and bustle. Men and women would be out there,
shouting and yelling. Usually there were fights going on among
those who waited their turn at the single water-pump. It took
such an age to fill a single water-pot, even if you worked
the pump strenuously. But the quarrels and fights going on
there really made you laugh" (Holmstrom 7).

The phrase, eugm e16& e1&8l does not have equivalent
in English language, So Holmsirom franslated it as ‘even if
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you worked the pump strenuously’, which denotes the sense
of working hard.

"Look at the cheri children! When they stay here, they
eat their fill and look as round as potatoes. But look at the
state in which they come back from home - just skin and
bone!" (Holmstrom17). In the original text it is as "eSeys @,
el GaEEL CuMUL(G eubs @LGBar Qbs Gafl NeTemenasen
urpEis. QRS QmEmauilBsy Bevevr HestenGUTL (B
o2_(mensQsoElg rdlfl @miunens. ef Gag Gumuilt(
aubSH LUMMH 6USHSH6D HeWTHET  6ulbSi(IH S BT (T S 65T )
@amevenid" ( umom 29). In this instance, the girls are likened
to the thinness of red chillies, and the translator conveys
this idea by using the phrase "just skin and bone," which
preserves the original meaning expressed by the author in
the source language.

There are different forms of addressing someone, such
as "i6," "BEissei," and "Beli" in QEBSOD Whereas in English,
a single word, "you," is used to represent all of these.
Additionally, while English has both active and passive voice,
Tamil does not have a passive voice. The translator, Lakshmi
Holmstrom, faces challenges in finding equivalent English
words for certain Tamil lexical terms, and as a result, she
omits some words for which there is no direct counterpart in
English. The following words are omitted by the Translator in the
Target Language text that was used in the Source Language
Text: "Levorewtevoi® Loswil opevm GUITGHID, NGe(BE6nSH
FGr&adl (B FHgiene eunmid HEis FTeng FTengwm Hevor(d
BEHSCEsV6VTLD BUMELD, Basmuilsbey Listotemteso(B@ Loewsil
SIQUILITE" . SFTeD] FTEOIWIT [H660T(H [H8HSEHELEVITLD (LITLOT 12)
has no equivalent in English language so it is omitted and
the sentence in the translated text became "The moment
it struck twelve, they would rush of plate-in-hand, even the
tiniest crab-like ones, for their free meal" (Holmstrom 7).
QamymEIE e, QUL L9 JL(B6vILD, G&menL JmL (B6vTLD, Liesuwimy
semL, &TFIGHBLON (Lmor 18) are the words used by Bama
which do not have equivalent word in English language, so
the translator, explained the meaning of the word &ngi&@EWLA
as "instruments for cleaning out the ears" (Holmstorm 19).
When reading a novel, words with direct meaning can
provide more clarity and consistency, helping readers better
grasp the author's points. For a Tamil-speaking audience,
reading Karukku in its original language would make it
easier to understand the suffering of Dalit people. However,
for foreign readers or people from other states, encountering
transliterated Tamil words and their English equivalents in
brackets will not offer the same immersive experience as
the original texi. The translation may convey the meaning,
but it cannot replicate the depth and emotional impact of
the original Tamil language.
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India has a rich array of kinship terms, more than most
other countries. For example, terms like flggLium, wmom, and
Quflwiiur franslate to "uncle" in English, even though each
of these terms refers to different familial relationships. Similarly,
g8, 915m5 and Guflwwbor are all translated as "aunt,”
despite their distinct meanings in Tamil. If the translated text
simply uses "uncle" or "aunt" for all these kinship terms, it
would lose the nuanced meanings conveyed in the original
Tamil. To preserve the original intent and impact, the translator
chose to transliterate words like &g gL, and womorr, ensuring
the translation retains the same cultural and relational depth
as the original text. "Bondan-Maama" "Chittappa" (Holmstorm
10, 66).

The nicknames used by Dalit people in their dialect
have no direct equivalents in English. Rather than omitting
them, the translator, chose to transliterate these nicknames to
preserve their original form. However, since these transliterated
words may be difficult for the target language audience to
understand, she provided their meanings in parentheses,
making it easier for readers to get the intended significance
of the words.

Kazhinja, ...Medenda, Floater.... Leaky Kaakkaa, Crow. |
could go on and on. Konnavaachi (Starer), Deaf-one, Dumbo,
Crazy, Severiyaa (Xavier), Black-ant, Manacchi (Flat nose),
Uzhamuki (Running nose), Green-nose, Needle-bum.... And
so, | could go on with nhames like Black-mouth, Nezhucchaan
(Staggerer), Belly-button, Kaaman (Jack of all frades), Bondan
(Snatcher), Vidvi (Idiot), Naadodi (Wanderer), Idiot and Half-
ear. (Holmstrom 16-17).

Food and Drinks

Food items that are exclusively used by Tamil people in
the ancient time do not have equivalent in other languages
especially in English. Tamil foods such as @i 69, euemL,
gmbury, grefl, and Qummised, have no equivalents.
So, whenever food is mentioned, Lakshmi Holmstorm just
fransliterated the word. GsLiLEanmp (LMo 16) is transliterated
as "keppa kuuzhu" (Homstrom 17) and also gave the
meaning of the word "kuuzh, millet porridge" (Holmstrom 16).
Like food, ornaments and clothings in one language have
no equivalent so they have to be transliterated. The word
Bzemev is used by Bama as &ev (50) and it is transliterated
as "Sari" (Holmstrom 44) and smeuessil (Lo 85) as Daavani
(Holmstrom 75). Proverbs of one language can be explained
in another language and not be translated. The proverb used
by Bama in Tamil Language is ""Qeuulleyiés@Lt Liwibg QeubbiL
LITEneTIS@G6iTen 2_(hhS Sen T Hlevo1dHIbE6Ten (h
B6L6V LIMDL LILQESSHEL G Qeueny QETHS eUbSHIFSTLD
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(13) "It was rather like the tale of the man who feared the sun
and jumped into a pan of boiling water, though. Because,
once he was in the well, a cobra suddenly spread its hood
and made to bite him." (Holmstrom 15).

Lakshmi Holmstrom’s translation of Karukku reflects her
commitment to preserving the essence of the original text.
While she succeeds in translating most parts of Bamar’s work
faithfully, there are moments where her rendering of certain
words appears inconsistent. For example, the Tamil word
&(epdl is sometimes translated as "gruel" or "porridge," while
in other instances, it is fransliterated as "Koozh." (62,61). Bevev
umbL] is translated as King Cobra which means gmeg Braw
in Tamil or &, mBrew. This variation in translation introduces
an element of ambiguity, highlighting the challenges inherent
in translating dialects. Such inconsistencies can complicate
the readers understanding, especially when a single word
carries different nuances depending on the context.

Lakshmi Holmstrom’s main intention was to convey the
essence of Karukku and she did her best despite transcreation
and very minor ambiguity words. She herself has said that, ...
when you translate a work, whether it is a poem or a long
work of fiction, you have to keep in mind the integrity of the
whole thing. Words and sentences may be the bricks and
mortar but it has a structure as a whole that you are constantly
aspiring towards. ...The most difficult part of translation is, |
believe, finding the ‘right’ pitch and voice of the original, and
to try and match that" (gtd. in Deshpande and Hariharan
n.p). And true to her saying she conveyed the voice of
Bama and agony of Dalit people in her translated work too.
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