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Abstract

This paper deals with recuperating the “hidden” histories of women through
literature and proclaims them to the present society. Rajam Krishnan's
Padhaiyil Padhindha Adigal (Footprints on the Path) revisits the pre-
independent period through this biographical fictionalized narrative and
retrieve the obscured history of the woman leader Manalur Maniammal. This
Tamil biographical novel was first serialised in 1991 and then published as a
novel. It traces the life of Manalur Maniammal, a woman communist leader
who fought for the rights of farming labourers, industrial workers, sweepers
and scavengers. She dedicated her life for the upliftment of the poor and
marginalized communities of the East Thanjavur district in Tamilnadu.
Regrettably, despite her brief association with the Indian National Congress
and the Communist Party, both major political parties failed to acknowledge
and appreciate her significant contributions towards uplifting the
marginalized communities in the Thanjavur district. In fact, during her life
time they actively hindered her remarkable development as a political leader
in the pre/post-independent India. As a result, her contributions remain
unacknowledged in the history of this nation.

Through the exploration of Maniammal's obscured history, Rajam Krishnan
celebrates the act of uncovering marginalized narratives that have been
overlooked in the annals of a nation's history. Translating the novel into
English draws national and global recognition to such hidden histories of
women leaders. The translation gives regional insights into the Tamil society
of that period where gender and caste discrimination intersects throughout
the text. While Brahmin orthodoxy and male-centred political parties stifle
Maniammal, the landed Zamindars and factory owners stifle the farmhands
and labourers respectively. Maniammal challenges all these authoritarian
institutions. The multi-layered forms of imperious hierarchies at the personal,
political, cultural and Socio-economic level is seriously examined throughout
the text. The challenges in exploring these layers through translation is
examined in a detailed manner.
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The title of the novel Padhaiyil Padhindha Adigal by Tamil woman novelist Rajam Krishnan when
translated into English reads “Footprints on the Path”. History in general and historiographers in
particular capture details of grand narratives of any nation. India is not an exception to this. The pre-
and post- independent period and the anti-Colonial freedom struggle in particular are devised in such
a way that most of it had been personality-driven, especially patriarchal in nature. Women as leaders
had been focused but scarcely are they represented as major forces to reckon with. Women leaders at
the regional level with indomitable will had been neglected or silenced in the history of this great
nation. Recuperating such repressed voices becomes the focus of Rajam Krishnan’s biographical
narrative Padhaiyil Padhindha Adigal.

Rajam Krishnan’s decade long passionate research of the forgotten woman leader Manalur
Maniammal begins when she first listens to her name in folksongs sung by farmhands in villages of
Eastern Thanjavur. She excavates the history through an arduous process of meeting Maniammal’s
relatives, her political supporters and friends who worked with her on ground bringing major changes
in the farming labour practices of Eastern Thanjavur. Maniammal embraces communist ideology to
champion the cause of the agriculture and factory labourers and also to fight caste discrimination.

Maniammal had lived with the farmhands and the lower caste people in their tenements
educating them and sensitizing them in health and hygiene issues. She also had risked her own life
fighting the powerful Zamindari/feudal system which exploited the labour of these lower caste people.
Such a remarkable career of a woman leader is brought to light by Rajam Krishnan by reconstructing
the research material into a biographical fictionalized narrative. Translating the text from Tamil to
English gives a national and global outreach to the forgotten heroine in the history of Tamilnadu and
India.

The process of translation posited many challenges that were overcome without distorting the
emotional ‘being’ or the soul of the text. The text moves into different slangs of tamil as Maniammal
storms into the male-dominated political arena.

Upper Caste and Working-Class Language Shift (Untranslatability explained)

The author employs the brahmin slang in normal conversations within the family which becomes
literally untranslatable and hence the simple meaning is brought out by the translator. For eg.

Tamil : “ QIG| QUHGI ... HEUT LTFLOLIFWI Sl 6m e LIGTuTensiesunlg. (b S merTernGum?
CaMULSTT(HSSULMLD LN6TEn6N&6lT IMHLD H6U6tN5HSH60. ... HMS 35S0 L F&L
CUTL(BS 556meus &M1& Sletur(h 6TLILIG 6I? (pg.18 original Tamil text)

English : “Itis .... Mani’s father performed their traditional Shiva worship you know .... after his

death the sons neglected .... Now Mani performs pooja with dedication. She couldn’t leave the
images behind inside a locked house

Brahminical Tamil language and Normal/Literary Tamil Language | Translation in English
Transliteration to show the difference | and Transliteration to show the (untranslatability)
in sound and pronunciation difference in sound and Neither the difference
pronunciation in sound nor the
change in
pronunciation could
be brought out
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LI6G0T600T) 69011 ([ & TeTTern G Q&FWIGIQASBTETI (HHSMTSHENT | performed the
pannindirunthaalyo SI6060EU? ifziiiﬁio;joihlxiw
seithukondirunthargal allavaa?
G L6t (h H&LILMLD 5H60) & &G LILT 601 after his (father’s)
Thoppanar Thanthaikkuppin death
Thanthai
2,560 el 1q60 house
Aathula veetil
Sl SI6UIT&6IT their
Avaa Avargal

The author shifts to the language of the working class people living in lower caste tenements. This
working class slang too is untranslatable.

Tamil: “6TRIGCS IILD&?”

“9i& BLeYSGLU CuMUIBES. ol UHEsT CUTEEFTHSEGET SHITM).
UL moeu el (b STHWwsTHELL Qeu CUEILLTeNMLD. (pg42 original text in
Tamil)

English: when she is questioned about her daughter-in-law Amsu who had beaten the boy black and
blue. The old lady explained that there was a quarrel between the husband and wife over the latter
talking with the agent of the Pattamaniam about .... Karaveli problem.

The dialogue is converted into a reported speech to arrive at the core problem of the particular situation
using the liberty given to a translator.

Working class Tamil language | Normal/Literary Tamil Translation in English
(untranslatability) Neither the

difference in sound nor the

and Transliteration to show Language and Transliteration

the difference in sound and to show the difference in

pronunciation sound and pronunciation change in pronunciation could
be brought out

LB & 63T QUITEh & TS &600T6L60T LO6M6TTE) Husband and wife

Purusan ponjaathi Kanavan manaivi

el (b ol House

vootu Veetu literal translation avoided so

instead of the agent who
belongs to pattamaniam’s
house it is simply agent of the
Pattamaniam

Similarly, Maniammal’s language in the fields encouraging her workers and giving them the
inner strength to oppose the “agent” or the middleman who exploit them marks significant shift in
Tamil language usage. For eg. In a heated conversation with the “agent” she questions him
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Tamil : S1 SIUMIG 2 60LPLIEML BHTD HeoTMICOMD. S2 HS 2 6WISHENS [H6oT6ol
Geu6TIILITLDIT? (Pg, 46)

English : and asked him to always be conscious that they exploited their labour and should be
grateful to them.

The dialogue form is converted to reported speech to emphasize the context. S1 and S2 are
interchanged

S1 QIQUMIS 2_6mLPLIML BHITLD HleoTsnIGHTLD
literal meaning : we eat their labour
Translation : exploited their labour
S2 9ihG 26001560 [HEdT60Tl GeU6HUTL TLOT?
2 6001&608 (unnakkai) - translated as conscious and [h68T68fl(nanni) normal usage is HE3TM
(nanri) translated as grateful.
Political Speech and its rhetorical style:

Another Tamil which the author introduces are the political speeches of Maniammal. The text captures
the ongoing political impact in pre-independent Tamilnadu where the British /Colonial influence
dominates, Indian National Congress as a nationalist party is at loggerheads with the regional
Dravidian party. Maniammal rejects all the three major influences and associates herself with the
Communist party championing the cause of farming and factory labourers. During one of her fiery
speeches against the atrocities of the feudal / zamindari class, stones are hurled at her. Let us look into
certain parts of the speech where she presents an alternative political ideology to all the three major
influences of that time. In this sense the author showcases the alternate history that prevailed during
that period.

Tamil : ... BRIGET 2 MNEGHDTSHET. h6menL. lMILONSHDMT6ET. SLPEFTSH 6T6oTM)
QFmeLE0 Fetut6utl(h&HGLD SMTLIHE) LIGGITDISMITEI. 6J65T LIGGUSTISMMT6? &F&H&HTCI,
LD6WT1H 6016 LD6vT& 60T NS SIITFLDT HLSHIMG). (pg 124 original text in tamil)

English : Despite your diligent efforts, it is your master who reaps all the benefits. They not
only insult individuals belonging to lower castes but also safeguard access to drinking water.
Why does he do that? Because the government discriminates against each and every individual.

BrigeT 2 o &HDITEH6N. ) 60T6mL HsBILIONSEHMIT6T.

Despite your diligent efforts, it is your master who reaps all the benefits. (Two short sentences
merged)

SLpETS) 61601M) CQ1FT6LE0) &6VUEUT (I HGSLD HTLIHS) LIGHIT6I0)|&HMITE0T.

They not only insult individuals belonging to lower castes but also discriminate restricting access
to drinking water.

€J60T LI6TOT6U0)I SIM 6072
Why does he do that?
768G, 06T %6mI6H@ LD6uN & 60T NS HITEFLDT HLSHIMG).

Because the government discriminates against each and every individual.
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The author employs very short sentences in the political speech and it is rhetoric in nature.
Whereas the translation brings out the importance of the speech without distorting the meaning but
the sentences are evidently longer in English.

Conflation of Authorial voice and Feminist tone:

Born into a conservative brahmin family the author gives key insights into the regressive
practices that were prevalent during that period. Maniammal is introduced as a widow who is not
allowed to wear chappals, clothed in a white sari covering her tonsured head typical of a brahmin
widow. Rajam Krishnan explains each of these details from a feminist perspective in the following
manner:

Tamil: S1 - GILIGHOT 6T6ATLIEUETT 621] 2 608T60T CQFTH G| FHMIG6T LGN GCUITHMISENT Y&l
QFLUTEG SN SIL MG QUM ‘&& 6U6&Hms’ GLO6TenLOLI(HSSHILD
@@ &Hetterid. S2 - QUCUTEH HLQID (PETEHLD GSHGID SMHS 6ULIeOI6L
BL &6m&UTN6L LD6uDN Hlementd &l LIMTSEMITEN. (pg.12 original tamil text)

English: (S2) As she traverses this dry, harsh terrain scattered with thorns, she ponders the idea
that (S51) a woman is a symbol who enhances the "pleasure-filled existence" of a man confined
within his possessions, influence, opulence, and welfare.

Two sentences are merged into one in the target language and the sequence of source language
S2 and S1 are reversed. The term ‘&& g3e)60T 5H6M&’ is a specific tamil terminology coined by the
author and it is translated as "pleasure-filled existence". The language which the author employs here
is a literary language giving her views in a third person narrative rendering it as the voice of the
protagonist.

Maniammal’s transformation into male appearance is the most challenging part of the
translation. It is not a mere change in the clothing style but an act of rebellion that politically and
emotionally rejuvenates the lifeless ‘inner being” of Maniammal. Rajam Krishnan’s imagination gives
life to the protagonist’s thought process. After the Pattamaniam’s agent pushes her into the slush
avenging her interference into his business he uses unparliamentary language referring to her as
“mottai” meaning a widowed woman with a tonsured head. Unable to bear this insult she says

Tamil : [HIT63T LOGUEA... LOGUAILIT... [ ... QLOML 6L, QUITL_ 66016 Q& MEsTG60T! UIMITED)I
&ML (HCM6IT! 2 MGHTE G 62(IH6M S 6TENSHHTES 62(H6MS!” (pg59)

English : “ I am Mani...Mani!....da...you called me mottai...pottai ? "I will show you who I am...
it's either me or you!"

‘da’ is a tamil word referring to a male, uttered in a friendly manner, to fondle kids and also in a
disparaging manner by both men and women to express their anger against a man. The translation of
such a usage is impossible and hence a transliteration of the word is used to show Mani’s anger. On
returning back home she adorned a male attire wearing Khadhar dhoti, long jibba like blouse and a
towel on the shoulder. I have shown a line by line translation of this major event in the protagonist’s
life and the process of translation.

Ay GCergemer CameHHL @Qeauel YLOHHBHHMBUND LG &S
uhGIONG M.

While Mani was engrossed experimenting her new appearance Alamelu Aachi came there.
“o6wdNl ... BT CHTNUIULL G ..” 6T6oTm)] eumGI(RLILIGU6T @66l 6T6uoTCl6vuTL
uemue&@GL  Hemev  Ceully Glian(h, KQreEtsl GCsmeod s FHCM
Hen s HTHCUTE, “@6eNCLGT &eM&HSLUCUTMHILIT? 6T60TM)I (LI SEHMMTET.
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“Mani... I...I...heard...” Aachi was awestruck looking at the shiny hair, dhoti, towel and bloused
incredible appearance. With a mild disbelief she asked “Are you getting ready for your bath?”

‘&S, QM QEIDSGHGG HOEL (WP(PEWTES:. @uu  Geum LedToLd
61(h&&HUGUTGME ... 6TULIG @ (H&@GLD?” (Pg.61 original text in tamil)

“Aachi Ihave cleansed myself entirely, free from the burdens of this birth. Now, I am embarking
on my new birth... How does that sound?"

This particular episode and many of Mani’s rebellion transgressing the conservative social codes
is reimagined by Rajam Krishnan. The authorial voice gives life to the silenced inner ‘being’ of
Maniammal through the act of cleansing herself with water and taking a new birth. Some of the other
authorial feminist voices are mentioned below (only with the English translation) When Mani’s brother
leaves her on the street to fend for herself as a punishment for her rebellious acts one can sense the
protagonist’s unflinching confidence,

"Well then, stay here. I am leasing this house, groves, farm, and everything is specified in this
document. If you refuse to come with me, you will end up on the streets. Yes, as a stree/woman,
a widow, and childless, you will have to fend for yourself on the streets. You will have to endure
and submit to a life of struggle... You can never be independent..."

These harsh realities struck her core like a sudden thunderbolt.

"Why should I be left on the streets? My brave, courageous, righteous, and truthful nature will
never allow me to bow down to injustice!" (pg.77 original Tamil text)

In yet another episode in the prison towards the end of the text, Shajaathi a prison in-mate and
friend of Maniammal in Vellore prison is also acclaimed and commended by the author. This young
labour union girl went on indefinite hunger pressuring the Indian Railways and then she was arrested.
When both Mani and the girl meet in the prison,

Mani stood in awe of this slender figure, where even her weary eyes emanated ashining light.

From what background did this girl gain such strength of character? She came from a religious
background that kept women hidden behind heavy curtains, considering it sinful to reveal their
faces. Was it nationalism that gleamed in her eyes? No, it was internationalism thatsurpassed
mere nationalism. It went even further —a capacity bestowed upon her by an organization that
aligned itself with humanitarian ideals. (pg.247 originalTamil text)

These instances give us an inner view of the women’s indomitable will in the political arena.
Tamil Cultural Practices through the text:

This section will deal with the English Translation of the text.
The martial art Silambam

These were the days when the celebrations of the folk deities commenced with the raising of the temple
flag. (pg.67 original Tamil text)

...she spotted two men engaged in a game of Silambam, a traditional Tamil heroic defence game
using sturdy long sticks. The onlookers had divided into two groups, cheering and applauding.
(pg.67 original Tamil text)

“They want me to play before Goddess Kaliamma'’s palanquin during this festival. The famed
Raasu Vaathiyar (master) in those days used to play with such vigor even the young ones
couldn’t match him.” (pg.67 original Tamil text)

Mani accepts the old master as her Guru and learns Silambam from him.
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Harvest and Pongal festivities

The people from the Cheri who were associated with her had put in great effort towards her land.
Soman, the farmhand who previously tended to her farm, brought the new paddy sheaves during
Shivarathri in the Tamil month of Maasi (mid-February). In return, she gifted him a new khaddar dhoti
and towel and prepared Pongal with milk. Everyone participated in this celebration. (pg83 original
Tamil text)

Wedding of the farmhands solemnized by Mani in her own individual style under the auspices of
the Red Flag Union:

The marriage stage was not elaborately decorated; it consisted of four poles adorned with red
papers. They placed a wooden plank, washed the floor with cow dung solution, and drew a Kolam
(traditional pattern). The wedding couple came and received Ammal's blessings.

For this occasion, Mani had bought two badges engraved with the symbol of a paddy and sickle.
She pinned them on the couple's clothes. A Kuthuvilakku lamp was lit. Ammal took two garlands and
gave one to the bride, asking her to put it around the groom's neck. Then she gave the other garland to
the groom, instructing him to place it on the bride. Finally, both of them sat on a wooden plank at the
centre of the house.

"Amma is the purohit (priest); Amma is our leader; Amma... Amma is everything," the crowd
expressed.

A piece of turmeric root was strung on the yellow 'thaali' thread. Mani took it and handed it to
the groom, who tied it around the bride's neck. (198 & 199 original Tamil text)

Indigenous Medical knowledge

Mani’s friend Kunjammal, a fearless widow who lives the life of a woman mendicant treats a boy
bitten by snake with herbs and brings him back to life.

Kunjammal, wearing an ochre robe, had matted hair hanging down as she sat with
closed eyes.

...Mani said, "Kunjamma, there is a young lad lying unconscious after being bitten by a snake.
What medicine should be administered, and how should it be given?"

Kunjammal opened her bloodshot eyes. She had adorned herself in ochre robes, resembling
hermits and sages, covering both her breasts. She swiftly sprang into action, pouring numerous
pots of cold water over the boy. She opened his mouth and stuffed three medicine balls inside.
(pg.156 original Tamil text)

The upper and lower caste food exhibits the class and cultural difference.

The preparation of dosai and coffee as explained in the second chapter shows the luxurious
delicacies enjoyed in the brahmin household.

The soft hissing sound of the dosai batter spreading on the hot tava could be heard followed by
the sound of clearing throats in the hall. Mani wondered whether these men will have their dinner or
tiffin. She guessed that the old Brahmin who chattered about the grandeur of the house have entered
the hall. Dosai with side dishes like chutney and idli chilli powder were served. (pg.18 original Tamil
text)

“Yes, you are right... and coffee was such a rarity. My brother used to roast the coffee seeds
himself with a drop of ghee for aroma. Even cooks were banned into this territory. A separate
mortar stone was used to pound the seeds ... we did not have filter, instead a thick rett cloth was
used to strain the decoction, fresh foaming milk is boiled and mixed with the decoction in a silver
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tumbler. Then the heat is brought down by alternately pouring coffee in the tumbler and dabara
(a small cup) ... frothy foam swells with a hissing sound. I would stand, gripping the wooden
plank of the swing, yearning to taste even a single droplet. Will they ever give such things to a
girl? After he leaves, I secretly touch the shrunken foam on the tumbler and dabara and keep it
on my tongue ...” saying this Manni laughed. (pg.21 original Tamil text)

This is contrasted with the lower caste tenements and the food they eat.
Boiled gruel made of broken rice and served them with milk or buttermilk. (pg.42 original Tamil text)

As she walked past the huts, goat droppings, salted and dried meat, felt insignificant and shy at
the touch of her feet. (pg.42 original Tamil text)

The luxury of coffee preparation in the upper caste household is contrasted with the lower caste
tenement where Maniammal had come to help a tender girl deliver the illegitimate burden.

Devu burned tender coconut sheaves to heat milk, and then brought it to her in a tumbler. “Amma,
since yesterday you turned down even a drop of water atleast drink this milk.”

“Keep this milk aside, boil coffee powder in water and bring some coffee let me pour something

”

into her mouth ......
The worst food described by the author is the prison food. Janaki one of the convict inmate tells,

"They only served me two and a half ounces of gruel and a curry with wriggling worms. It was
terribly unpalatable . . .”(pg.232 &233original Tamil text)

There used to be a cell for infants. If the incarcerated girls arrived with children under the age of three,
that place was designated for the children. However, no criminal mother was ever released with her
child.

Why? Because they fed the children coarse millet gruel, which led to dysentery. Dehydration
caused the children to embark on a journey to the realm of Yama, the God of Death.
. (pg.233original Tamil text)

The various aspects of this translation shows the importance to bring in a global outreach to the silenced
history of Manalur Maniammal as it touches wupon the Pre-independent socio-
economic/ cultural/political milieu of Tamil society which in turn is intertwined with caste and gender
discrimination.
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