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Translating Resistance: The Sociopolitical Impact of  
the English Translation of  Nil Darpan

Partha Debnath

I. Introduction

In 1859, the indigo fields of  Bengal were burning. Not with the dye that 
had made European textile merchants rich, though that too was 
everywhere, staining the soil, the skin, the futures of  thousands of  
Bengali peasants, but with revolt. Farmers who had spent years trapped 
in the cycle of  the dadani system, bound by advance payments they 
could never repay to cultivate a crop they could not eat on land they did 
not own, finally broke (Guha 1983). The Nil Bidroha, the Indigo Revolt, 
swept through the districts of  Nadia, Pabna, and Murshidabad with the 
momentum of  a people who had decided that even certain punishment 
was preferable to a certain and endless humiliation. Into this moment 
stepped a young government clerk named Dinabandhu Mitra with a play.

Nil Darpan, published in 1860 in Dhaka, is not a subtle work. It does 
not deal in ambiguity or equivocation. It sets a European indigo planter 
— named, with pointed theatricality, Mr. Rogue — against the dignified 
Bengali farmer Nobin Madhab, and it allows the full weight of  colonial 
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violence to press down on its characters until they break. The torture is 
described. The humiliation is staged. The grief  of  a family dismantled 
by the plantation economy is given words, Bengali words, that 
audiences in Calcutta and the districts understood in their bones.

But Bengali words, in 1860, stopped at the borders of  an empire. The 
British Parliament conducted its proceedings in English. The liberal 
press that might have cared was written in English. The conscience that 
colonial reformers wished to reach could only be accessed in English. 
This is the problem that the English translation of  Nil Darpan — 
published in 1861 by Reverend James Long, with the translation most 
scholars now attribute to Michael Madhusudan Dutt — was designed 
to solve. It was a problem of  politics as much as linguistics.

Yet translation is never a neutral operation, and the problem of  making 
Bengali suffering legible to a British audience was not only logistical but 
epistemological. Dipesh Chakrabarty, in Provincializing Europe (2000), 
distinguishes between what he calls "History 1" — the universal-
humanist narrative of  rights, progress, and human dignity within which 
European modernity understands all suffering and its remediation — 
and "History 2": the heterogeneous, singular, non-universal lifeworlds 
that constitute actual human experience in its cultural specificity, and 
that resist subsumption into the universal frame without ceasing to be 
themselves. Bengali village life in 1860 was saturated with History 2: the 
sacred-ancestral covenant between families and their land, the 
devotional obligation of  atithi-seva, the metaphysics of  prana as the 
animating breath of  selfhood, the Vaishnavite emotional vocabulary 
through which grief  and longing were experienced and expressed. 
None of  these translated into History 1 without loss. The question this 
article pursues is what that loss meant — for the translation, for the 
trial it provoked, and for the world it was trying to defend.

This article argues that the translation of Nil Darpan was a strategic act 
of  resistance, carefully calculated to transform a localized expression of  
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peasant suffering into a global humanitarian indictment. It further 
argues, through close comparative reading of  the Bengali original and 
Long's English text, that the translation's political effectiveness 
depended on the systematic erasure of  History 2: the specific, 
irreducible lifeworld whose destruction Mitra had documented. The 
plantation system and the act of  translation shared a target. What the 
indigo system destroyed from the outside, the act of  translation 
rendered invisible from within. The stakes of  that double erasure, and 
the colonial administration's response — prosecuting Long for seditious 
libel — constitute together a singular moment in South Asian literary 
history: the moment when the Empire was forced to read its own 
cruelty in its own language, and when the price of  that reading was 
revealed.

II. From Tool of  Empire to Weapon Against It

The history of  translation in colonial India is, for most of  its length, a 
history of  administrative convenience. When the East India Company 
and later the British Crown needed to govern a subcontinent of  
dizzying linguistic complexity, they turned to translation as a technology 
of  control. Legal codes were rendered into vernacular languages so that 
local populations could be governed by laws they could nominally read. 
Sanskrit texts were translated by Orientalist scholars — William Jones, 
Henry Thomas Colebrooke, Horace Hayman Wilson — partly out of  
genuine scholarly interest, and partly to understand the societies they 
were ruling well enough to rule them more efficiently.

Macaulay's infamous Minute on Indian Education in 1835 represented the 
logical conclusion of  this process. If  translation is the movement of  
meaning between languages, then Macaulay's vision was a kind of  master 
translation: the conversion of  an entire class of  Indians into what he 
called "interpreters" — people who were "Indian in blood and colour, but 
English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect." Translation, here, 
was not about preserving meaning across languages. It was about 
replacing one cultural identity with another. Tejaswini Niranjana has 
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argued in Siting Translation (1992) that this tradition of  colonial 
translation "fixes" Indian cultures in place — rendering them 
knowable, stable, and therefore governable — while appearing to offer 
them a form of  representation (Nilanjana 1992). The translated text, in 
this framework, does not convey the original; it disciplines it. It 
substitutes a version of  the source culture that is legible within the 
epistemic framework of  the colonizer for the actual, irreducible 
complexity of  that culture. This is the operation that Macaulay's 
minute performs at the level of  policy; individual acts of  colonial 
translation performed it at the level of  the sentence (Macaulay 1952).

This is the tradition that James Long disrupted. Long was a Church 
Missionary Society clergyman, an Irishman who had spent decades in 
Bengal and who had developed, over those years, both a genuine 
affection for Bengali culture and a reformist's horror at the conditions 
he witnessed in the indigo districts. He was not, in the conventional 
sense, a revolutionary. But he understood something that purely 
political actors sometimes miss: that a single document, placed in the 
right hands, can do the work of  a parliamentary committee or an entire 
reform movement.

When he published the English translation of  Nil Darpan in June 1861, 
accompanied by a preface framing the play explicitly as evidence of  
actual conditions in the indigo districts, he was not performing a 
cultural gesture. He was filing a charge. The British colonial 
government prosecuted him for it. In August 1861, Long was tried for 
seditious libel, convicted, sentenced to one month in jail, and fined one 
thousand rupees — the fine paid, in an act of  Bengali solidarity whose 
political significance should not be underestimated, by Kaliprasanna 
Singha, the Bengali poet, dramatist, and translator who had himself  
used literature as an instrument of  social critique (Kling 1966). Long 
accepted the punishment without flinching. He had, he said, published 
the translation in the service of  truth.
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The trial is historiographically significant not because of  its legal details 
but because of  what it reveals about the colonial administration's 
understanding of  translation. If  the play had remained in Bengali, it 
posed no threat to the Empire. The Empire could not read Bengali — 
or rather, had arranged things so that it was not required to. It was only 
when Nil Darpan crossed the language barrier and entered the space 
where the Empire was literate that it became dangerous. The 
prosecution of  James Long was, in effect, an acknowledgment that 
translation works.

III. Bengal as Plantation

To understand what Nil Darpan was translating — in the deepest sense 
of  that word, not just linguistically but politically — we need to 
understand what indigo meant in the mid-nineteenth-century world.

Indigo is a blue dye. In Europe, and particularly in Britain, demand for 
blue-dyed textiles had been growing steadily through the eighteenth 
century as industrialization produced vast quantities of  fabric that 
required coloring. The natural source of  blue dye in Europe — woad 
— was inferior to the vivid, saturated blue produced by the Indigofera 
tinctoria plant that grew in tropical climates. The Napoleonic Wars 
disrupted Atlantic trade routes and temporarily cut off  supplies from 
the Caribbean, making Bengal — already partially under East India 
Company control — the most attractive alternative source in the world.

This global market logic — European consumers wanting blue cloth — 
produced, at its far end in the indigo districts of  Bengal, a system of  
organized coercion so comprehensive that it amounted to a form of  
agricultural bondage. The mechanism was the dadani system: indigo 
planters would advance money to farmers at the beginning of  the 
season, legally binding them to grow indigo — and only indigo — on 
their land in return. The advance was almost always too small to cover 
costs, the interest rates were punishing, and the prices paid for the 
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finished indigo were set by the planters themselves. A farmer who 
accepted the dadani could never pay it back; a farmer who could not pay 
it back was compelled to take another advance the following year. The 
cycle was designed to be inescapable.

Behind the cycle was violence. European planters and their local agents 
— armed enforcers known as lathiyals — beat farmers who refused to 
sign contracts, burned crops planted with food grains instead of  indigo, 
kidnapped family members, and razed homes. The law, administered in 
English by courts that functioned primarily in English, was largely 
inaccessible to Bengali farmers with no English and no money for 
advocates. Even when technically accessible, judges were often reluctant 
to rule against European planters, who wielded considerable social and 
political pressure. B.B. Kling's meticulous history of  the revolt, The Blue 
Mutiny, documents in granular detail (Kling 1966) the organized political 
power that the planter community — through newspapers like The 
Englishman, through pressure on magistrates, through control of  local 
administrative machinery — brought to bear in defense of  their system.

What Dinabandhu Mitra was documenting in Nil Darpan, then, was not 
merely a local abuse but a global supply chain's hidden cost — the 
human price of  blue dye, externalized onto Bengali peasant bodies and 
rendered invisible by the language and legal apparatus of  colonial 
administration. The play was, among other things, an act of  economic 
counter-documentation: a materialist accounting of  what European 
consumer demand actually produced when followed to its source. The 
consumerism of  the West was directly writing the oppression of  the 
East, and Mitra's play insisted that these two facts be read together.

IV. Nil Darpan as Realist Drama

The title is itself  an argument. Nil Darpan — "the indigo mirror" — 
announces that the play's project is one of  reflection: of  showing 
Bengal to itself, and implicitly to those who would look, as it actually 
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was. This is not the Bengal of  Orientalist fantasy or the "timeless" rural 
idyll of  colonial pastoral imagination. It is a Bengal of  specific suffering, 
specific violence, specific human beings with names and relationships 
and dignity that the plantation system is methodically destroying.

Nobin Madhab, the play's central figure, is a Bengali zamindar of  
modest means — not a peasant in the simple sense, but a man whose 
social world, family, and sense of  self  are comprehensively wrecked by 
the indigo planters' encroachment. Mitra's decision to make his 
protagonist a relatively educated, socially positioned man rather than an 
illiterate field laborer is strategically shrewd: it makes the violence harder 
to dismiss as the inevitable suffering of  "primitive" rural folk. Nobin 
Madhab is recognizable to the Bengali middle-class audience Mitra was 
writing for. His humiliation is their humiliation. His degradation is a 
warning.

Mr. Rogue — the primary planter antagonist — functions in the play as 
something close to an allegorical figure, a concentration of  colonial 
arrogance and extractive violence. His name, in the English translation, 
is almost too convenient; and yet the transparency of  the 
characterization is the point. Mitra is not writing psychological realism 
in the Henry James mode. He is writing political realism: a 
representation not of  the complexity of  individual consciousness but of  
the clarity of  systemic power. Rogue does what he does because the 
system enables and rewards it. The play's dramaturgy is structured to 
make that systemic quality visible.

The theater matters here as a technology of  consciousness in ways that 
print alone could not achieve. When Nil Darpan was performed, the 
violence was not abstract — it was embodied, staged, made present to 
an audience sharing a space. Mitra's dramaturgy works in a specific 
affective vocabulary whose loss in translation constitutes its own 
argument. The Natyashastra's theory of  rasa proposes that theatrical 
performance does not merely represent emotions but generates them: 
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the skilled deployment of  certain combinations of  text, gesture, 
character, and situation produces in an audience a state that exceeds 
individual feeling and constitutes a form of  shared ethical 
consciousness. The dominant rasa of  Nil Darpan is karuna — grief  
and compassion — threaded through with krodha, the rasa of  
righteous fury (Ghosh 1951). These are not simply emotions in the 
Western psychological sense; they are relational orientations, modes of  
being in the world, constituted by specific cultural contexts and specific 
relationships between persons, communities, and the sacred.

What this means for the translation is made concrete in the play's Act 
II soliloquy of  Sairindri, wife of  the youngest son Bindumadhab. 
Waiting for her husband's return while he manages the family's legal 
crisis in the distant city, she enters reading his letter. The scene opens 
with a verse fragment that Long's translation cannot render at all, 
leaving it in transliteration:

সরলা-ললনা-জীবন এল না। / কমল-হৃদয়-িঘরদ-দলনা।। (Mitra 
23)
[Sarola-lalona — the life has not come. / The treader of  the 
lotus-heart.] 

Long leaves this in Bengali transliteration. He cannot translate it 
because it operates in a devotional literary register that requires cultural 
positioning he cannot supply. The lotus-heart (kamol-hridoy) and the 
imagery of  the beloved's presence as simultaneously fulfilling and 
wounding are recognizable to any educated Bengali reader as drawing 
on the Vaishnava devotional tradition that had saturated Bengali 
literary culture since the Chaitanya movement of  the sixteenth century 
(Sen 1960). Whether Mitra was making a deliberate aesthetic choice to 
invoke viraha — the Vaishnavite concept of  separation-longing as a 
spiritually valorized state, associated paradigmatically with Radha's 
longing for the absent Krishna — or simply deploying the devotional 
vocabulary available to him as ambient literary idiom, the effect for the 
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Bengali reader is the same: the scene's imagery is heard in a devotional 
register that Long's English cannot enter. What the translator cannot 
convey is not a specific authorial intention but the affective associations 
the vocabulary carries for its audience.

The prose that follows makes this explicit to a Bengali ear. Sairindri 
reflects that she has been waiting for her husband "নবসিললশীকরাকাি�ণী 
চাতিকনী অেপক্ষাও ব্যাকুল" — more vyākul than even the cātakinī longing 
for the drops of  new rain. Long's translation renders this: "I was waiting 
with greater disquietude of  mind than the swallow (chatak) does when 
waiting for the drops of  rain at the approaching rainy season." The 
parenthetical "(chatak)" is Long's admission that he knows the word is 
not "swallow" and that the gloss does not work. What his parenthetical 
cannot convey is that the chatak carries centuries of  devotional literary 
association in Bengali culture: the bird that will drink no water but rain 
directly from the clouds, a figure for longing that is singular and 
exclusive, satisfied by nothing but the specific beloved (Sen 1960). A 
Bengali reader hears cātakinī in a devotional register shaped by that 
literary tradition; the word carries the accumulated resonance of  a 
culture's way of  figuring desire. Long's English reader receives a species 
of  bird.

The word vyākul (ব্যাকুল) undergoes the same categorical reduction. In 
ordinary Bengali, vyākul means agitated, beside oneself. In the 
devotional literary vocabulary that saturates this scene, it carries the 
weight of  a state the Vaishnava tradition specifically valorized: the 
condition of  being beside oneself  with longing for the absent beloved, 
understood not as mere psychological distress but as a form of  
consciousness the tradition regarded as spiritually advanced (Sen 1960). 
Long renders vyākul as "disquietude of  mind" — a mild Victorian 
psychological condition, the kind of  thing one might feel when the post 
is late. The translation has not merely lost a word; it has lost an entire 
affective universe, the universe in which Sairindri's grief  is 
simultaneously marital love and devotional consciousness, in which the 
suffering the plantation system inflicts on a household reaches into the 
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devotional life of  its women and destroys the very register in which 
they understood their own experience.

Her husband she calls প্রােণশ্বর (Prāneśvar): "Lord/husband of  my 
prān." Long renders this "Lord of  my life" — and in doing so 
performs again the erasure of  prān that the close reading below will 
pursue in more detail. The point here is the cumulative one: the scene 
draws on a devotional literary vocabulary in which a woman's grief  at 
her husband's absence is not merely domestic emotion but a form of  
relation to the sacred — a vocabulary the translation systematically 
evacuates. The English translation receives "disquietude of  mind" and 
"Lord of  my life." The transformation is not the loss of  nuance. It is a 
categorical change: from a devotional-affective register to a 
psychological one, from History 2 to History 1, from the irreducibly 
particular to the universally legible.

The play gives substantial dramatic weight to the women of  the 
household throughout. Tanika Sarkar's work on the domestic sphere as 
a site of  nationalist consciousness-formation in colonial Bengal offers a 
frame for reading these scenes: the household's women, confined to an 
inner world that the plantation economy is nevertheless destroying, 
represent a dimension of  colonial violence that is structural rather than 
incidental (Sarkar 2001). The suffering that reaches Sairindri — her 
husband's legal jeopardy, the family's ruin, the threat of  sexual violence 
against Kshetramani described in Act III — is not background to the 
political drama. It is the play's account of  what total dispossession 
looks like when it penetrates the home and destroys the devotional life 
that the home sustained.

V. The Vernacular as Containment

There is a cruelty specific to colonial linguistic policy that is easy to 
underestimate when reading about it from the comfortable distance of  
historical scholarship. Bengali, in the administrative imagination of  the 
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British Raj, was a vernacular — a word deriving from the Latin for 
"native," "domestic," "belonging to the household." Vernaculars were to 
be tolerated, documented by Orientalist scholars, perhaps used as 
administrative instruments when necessary. They were not to be taken 
seriously as languages of  consequence, of  law, of  knowledge, of  
political authority.

The consequence of  this hierarchy was a structural silencing. Atrocities 
committed against Bengali-speaking people were documented — when 
they were documented at all — in Bengali-language petitions, 
complaints, testimonies, and literature that the ruling apparatus had 
designed itself  not to need to read. The British colonial administration 
was extraordinarily effective at ensuring that the legal and political 
machinery that might have addressed these atrocities operated in a 
language that the victims of  those atrocities could not access, while 
simultaneously ensuring that the language in which the victims gave 
voice to their suffering remained confined to a cultural space that British 
authority was not required to enter.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's famous question — "Can the subaltern 
speak?" — finds one of  its most concrete historical instances here. The 
indigo farmers of  Bengal were not incapable of  articulating their 
condition; Nil Darpan is proof  that articulation existed, was vivid, was 
devastatingly clear. The question was not whether they could speak but 
whether anyone who held power was required to listen. The answer that 
the linguistic hierarchy of  colonial administration provided was, 
structurally, no.

The translator of  Nil Darpan had to work against that structure — had 
to find a way to make the English language say what it had been, in its 
colonial deployment, designed not to say. This is a different and harder 
task than ordinary translation. It requires not just linguistic competence 
but political courage, and a willingness to produce a text that may be 
rejected by the very language it is written in. The question of  whether 
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the English language of  1861 could accommodate what Mitra had 
written is not simply a question about vocabulary; it is a question about 
the epistemic framework that the English language, in its colonial 
deployment, sustained. History 1 does not have a word for prān, for 
atithi, for the devotional register in which longing and grief  were 
experienced. It has words for life, hospitality, and longing — and those 
words are not equivalents.

VI. What Long's Translation Could Not Hold

The argument for the Nil Darpan translation as political resistance has, until 
now, tended to rest on the event — the trial, the fine, the imprisonment — 
rather than on the text itself. This is a critical gap. The trial is evidence that 
the translation worked; only a reading of  the translation alongside the 
Bengali original can reveal how it worked, and equally importantly, where it 
failed, and what that failure means. The gap between the two texts is not 
incidental: it is the site where History 2 was converted into History 1, and 
where we can read, in the specific words that were substituted or dropped, 
the precise shape of  what was being lost.

6.1 The Opening Scene: Desh, Svargiya, and the Sacred-Ancestral 
Covenant

The opening scene of  the first act establishes this immediately. Golok 
Chunder Basu, speaking to his neighbor Sadhu Churn about the 
impossibility of  leaving their village, delivers a speech that the English 
translation renders with adequate accuracy in some places and quietly 
devastating inadequacy in others. Mitra's Bengali reads:

বাপু, �দশ �ছেড় যাওয়া িক মুেখর কথা? আমার এখােন সাত পুরুষ বাস। 
স্বগ�ীয় কত�ারা �য জমা জিম কের িগেয়েছন, তােত কখনও পেরর চাকির 
স্বীকার করেত হয় িন। �য ধান জন্মায়, তােত সম্বৎসেরর �খারাক হয়, 
অিতিথেসবা চলেল, আর পূজার খরচ কুলায়।... বলিক বাপু, আমার �সাণার 
স্বরপুর, িকছুরই ��শ নাই।
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Long's translation renders this as:

Is it easy to leave one's country? O my child! My family has 
been here for seven generations. The lands which our fore-
fathers rented have enabled us never to acknowledge 
ourselves servants of  others. The rice which grows, provides 
food for the whole year, means of  hospitality to guests, and 
also the expense of  religious services... Svaropur is not a 
place where people are in want.

Desh (�দশ), rendered as "one's country," is the first loss. In nineteenth-
century Bengali usage, desh carries a semantic charge that "country" 
cannot hold: it is at once homeland, native village, the soil one is 
constituted by, and the community one belongs to through birth and 
inheritance. "One's country" is a thing one can leave; desh is something 
that leaves with you, or rather, something whose departure marks the 
dissolution of  a self. The stakes in the Bengali are existential in a way 
"country" cannot convey (Chaudhuri 2002).

Equally significant is what happens to svargīya kartārā — "the 
heavenly/deceased lords." The Bengali carries a specific sacred quality: 
svargiya means both "heavenly" and "of  those who have already gone 
to heaven" — the ancestors are present in the word as spiritually 
invested presences, not merely as temporal predecessors. The English 
"fore-fathers" is relational and temporal; svargiya kartara is relational, 
temporal, and sacred, invoking an ancestral covenant with the land that 
carries divine sanction. The difference matters because it is precisely 
this sacred-ancestral dimension that makes the indigo planters' 
appropriation not merely economically unjust but cosmologically 
wrong: they are violating an order that includes the dead.

The most consequential omission is structural. In the Bengali, Golok's 
speech includes the phrase "আমার �সাণার স্বরপুর" — "my golden 
Svaropur" — a term of  endearment for his village that treats it as a 
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beloved, almost sacred entity. This phrase disappears entirely from 
Long's translation, replaced by the neutral description "Svaropur is not 
a place where people are in want." The Bengali is an expression of  love; 
the English is a factual statement about poverty. The village as 
emotional and spiritual home — as something to which one is bound 
by something resembling devotion — is erased and replaced by an 
economic assessment. This is not a translator's oversight. It is the 
operation of  a linguistic system that had no frame for the kind of  
attachment Golok is expressing. History 1 does not have categories for 
the village as beloved. It has categories for the village as property, as 
economic unit, as site of  sentiment — but not as the object of  
something indistinguishable from sacred devotion.

6.2 Atithi-Seva and Puja: The Householder's Moral Universe

Atithi-seva (অিতিথেসবা), rendered as "means of  hospitality to guests," 
undergoes a related transformation. Atithi in Sanskrit and Bengali 
derives from the negative particle a- plus tithi (auspicious date): an 
atithi is literally the one who comes without a date, the unexpected 
guest whose arrival carries sacred significance. To serve the atithi — to 
practice atithi-seva — is not a social nicety but a religious obligation, an 
expression of  dharma whose fulfillment marks the household as 
properly constituted and whose neglect brings cosmic as well as social 
shame. When Golok says that his rice harvest enables atithi-seva, he is 
saying that his land enables him to be, in a full moral sense, a 
householder — to participate in the sacred economy of  the 
community. "Hospitality to guests" renders the practical surface of  this 
and loses everything underneath it: the sacred charge of  the 
unexpected visitor, the moral identity of  the household constituted by 
its treatment of  such visitors, the dharmic universe in which the 
practice has its meaning.

Pūjā (পূজা), translated as "religious services," undergoes the same 
flattening. Puja is not a service rendered; it is an encounter, a ritual of  
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offering and presence, a form of  communion with the divine that 
constitutes the household's relationship to the sacred order. "Religious 
services" is what one attends in a Victorian church: scheduled, 
institutional, performed by clergy on behalf  of  congregants. Puja is 
what one performs in one's own home, for one's own household 
deities, at moments structured by the sacred calendar of  a living 
cosmological system. The substitution replaces lived devotional practice 
with institutional religious attendance.

These four losses — desh, svargiya, atithi-seva, puja — establish a 
pattern. The Bengali text constructs Golok Chunder Basu as a 
participant in a specific sacred-social economy whose coherence 
depends on the integrity of  each element: ancestral land tenure, 
devotional obligation to the household, sacred hospitality, ritual 
practice. The plantation system is destroying not merely a man's 
livelihood but his capacity to be the person his culture requires him to 
be. The English translation preserves the economic and sentimental 
dimensions of  this destruction while systematically removing its sacred-
social architecture. The English reader receives a story about a man 
losing his farm and his dignity; the Bengali audience received a story 
about a man losing the entire moral universe that constituted his self.

6.3 Prana Paryanta Pan: The Metaphysics of  Defiance

The stakes of  this difference become clearest in the play's most famous 
moment of  resistance. When Nobin Madhab refuses the planter's 
demands, Mitra writes:

আমার গত সেনর পঞ্চাশ িবঘা শীেগর দাম চিকেয় না িদেল এ বৎসর 
এক িবঘাও নীল কিরব না, এেত প্রাণ পয�ন্ত পণ, বাড়ী িক ছার!

Long's translation renders this: "As long as we shall not get the price 
for the fifty bigahs of  land sown with Indigo last year, we will not give 
one bigah this year for Indigo. What do we care for our house? We shall 
even risk (pawn) our lives."
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The translator's parenthetical — "(pawn)" — is a moment of  candid 
self-correction that reveals the inadequacy of  what precedes it. The 
Bengali word pan (পণ) means to stake, to wager, to pledge as a forfeit: 
what Nobin Madhab is doing is not risking his life in the sense of  
undertaking a dangerous activity, but pledging it as surety, making it the 
stake in a wager whose terms are moral and sacred as well as physical. 
The word "risk" — which the translator uses and then quietly corrects 
— suggests incidental danger. Pan suggests deliberate, formal, total 
commitment: the staking of  oneself  as a complete act of  will. The 
parenthetical does not save the English; it confesses the impossibility 
of  the translation task.

The deeper loss is in prān (প্রাণ) itself. The translation renders prān as 
"lives" throughout the text, which is technically correct and entirely 
inadequate. Prān is the animating breath of  existence — in Sanskrit-
derived Bengali thought, the vital force that distinguishes living from 
non-living, that constitutes the self  as a self. It is not interchangeable 
with biological life; it is the irreducible core of  what makes existence 
meaningful. When Nobin Madhab pledges his prān, he is not saying he 
will accept death if  necessary, though that is part of  what he means. He 
is saying that whatever is most essentially himself  — the breath that 
animates him, the force that makes him not-a-corpse — he is staking 
on this refusal. "Lives," in English, is a plural noun for biological 
existences. Prān is a singular metaphysical substance. The translation 
loses the metaphysics and retains only the biology.

Bari ki chhar! — "the house is mere ash/chaff" — undergoes perhaps 
the most revealing transformation. The Bengali makes a declarative 
statement about ontology: compared to prān, the house (bari) is chhar, 
which means ash, residue, the remains of  combustion — that which is 
left after the essential thing has been consumed. The English — "What 
do we care for our house?" — turns a statement about the nature of  
things into a question about emotional investment. The Bengali says 
the house IS nothing; the English asks whether one CARES about it. 
The Bengali grounds Nobin Madhab's defiance in a metaphysical claim 
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about the relative value of  the material and the vital; the English gives 
him a rhetorical question expressing indifference. The heroism of  the 
moment is preserved; the philosophical architecture that gives it its 
specific Bengali meaning is lost.

6.4 The Negative Map

The losses documented above are not random. They form a coherent 
pattern, and that pattern is what gives this close reading its argument. 
In every case, the Bengali text invokes the sacred-social universe of  the 
Bengali householder — the universe structured by svargiya covenants, 
atithi-seva obligations, puja practice, devotional love expressed through 
a Vaishnava literary vocabulary, and the metaphysical substance of  prān 
— and the English translation substitutes for it a set of  universally 
legible categories: ancestral property, social hospitality, religious 
observance, romantic longing, biological life. The substitution moves in 
one direction: from History 2 to History 1, from the specific to the 
universal, from the lifeworld to the rights-framework. The 
untranslatable remainder — the things that could not make the 
crossing — is a negative map of  what was being lost on both fronts 
simultaneously. The indigo system destroyed Bengali village life from 
the outside; the translation rendered that life invisible from the inside. 
Both operations were necessary to the colonial project, and neither was 
innocent.

VII. The Strategic Act

The decision to translate Nil Darpan into English was not obvious or 
inevitable. One could imagine alternative strategies: appeals directly to 
the Bengali-speaking intelligentsia, who were already aware of  the play 
and its politics; wider distribution of  the Bengali text across the 
districts; agitation through Bengali-language newspapers like Harish 
Mukherjee's Hindu Patriot, which covered the Indigo Revolt extensively 
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and courageously. But Mukherjee's journalism, for all its power, 
remained within Bengali public life. It did not reach London.

The English translation was necessary precisely because it was designed 
for a different audience — one that, paradoxically, the Bengali 
reformers recognized as possessing the power to change conditions in 
Bengal. The British liberal public, and more specifically the British 
Parliament, had demonstrably responded to humanitarian appeals made 
in their own language about conditions in distant parts of  the Empire. 
The abolitionist movement had established the template. Harriet 
Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, published in 1852, had reshaped 
transatlantic discourse on slavery through the simple mechanism of  
making suffering visible and specific and human to readers who had 
previously been able to keep it conveniently abstract. The translation of  
Nil Darpan was a conscious attempt to replicate this mechanism with 
Indian material.

This is the geopolitical shrewdness of  the project. Mitra wrote the play; 
Long and Dutt — working in a complex collaboration whose precise 
contours remain debated — made it actionable on a global stage. The 
translation was targeted: it was submitted to the Lieutenant Governor 
of  Bengal, distributed to members of  the British Parliament, and 
reviewed in the British press. The Indigo Commission, which had been 
established in March 1860 and published its report the same year 
documenting the abuses of  the indigo system in damning detail, had 
already created a formal context within which the translated play could 
function as corroborating evidence (Report of  the Indigo Commission 
(1860)). The play and the Commission's report together constituted 
something close to a legal brief.

The British colonial government understood this perfectly. The 
prosecution of  Long was not a reflexive act of  legal housekeeping; it 
was a calculated attempt to suppress a document that had demonstrated 
its capacity to reach exactly the audience it was aimed at. By prosecuting 
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Long, the government hoped to discredit the translation and create legal 
uncertainty around its distribution. That the prosecution failed in this 
purpose — that Long became a cause célèbre, that his trial drew more 
attention to Nil Darpan than the translation alone might have generated 
— is itself  instructive. The Empire's attempt to contain the translation 
only amplified it.

VIII. When the Empire Criminalized Translation

The legal mechanism of  Long's prosecution deserves more attention 
than it typically receives, because it establishes a precedent without 
parallel in the colonial archive: the criminalization of  the act of  
translation itself.

Long was not prosecuted for publishing seditious opinions of  his own. 
He had not written the play; the play was not illegal. It circulated in 
Bengali without prosecution — the colonial administration was 
indifferent to what circulated in Bengali. Long was prosecuted for 
publishing the English translation, accompanied by a preface framing 
the play as factual documentary evidence. The libel charge was targeted, 
with considerable precision, at the act that made Bengali suffering 
legible to the metropolitan public: the act of  crossing the language 
barrier. What the charge reveals is the colonial administration's explicit 
acknowledgment of  its own linguistic architecture: an admission that 
the wall between vernacular truth and metropolitan legibility was the 
wall that mattered, and that the act of  breaching it was a prosecutable 
offense. Bengali suffering could be real without being dangerous; it 
became dangerous when it became English.

The planter community's response to the translation makes this 
architecture visible in its organized form. The Englishman newspaper 
— the principal organ of  the European commercial community in 
Calcutta — ran a sustained campaign against Long, characterizing him 
as a traitor to his race and a dupe of  Bengali agitators (Kling 1966). The 
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planters understood the translation as a weapon in a specific public 
relations contest, and they fought it as one. Their lobbying power in 
Calcutta was considerable; their connections to sympathetic 
magistrates, including the magistrate who presided over Long's trial, 
were well-documented in the Indigo Commission's own report  (Kling 
1966). The trial was not simply a legal proceeding. It was the organized 
response of  an economic interest that had built its system on the non-
legibility of  Bengali suffering and that correctly perceived the 
translation as a structural threat to that non-legibility.

Long's refusal to name the translator — he went to prison rather than 
expose the author of  the English text — transformed the trial into a 
performance of  the very solidarity it was designed to disrupt  (Kling 
1966). His sentence was short; his imprisonment was, in his own 
account, endured with equanimity. What lingered was the precedent. 
The British press reported the trial. Members of  Parliament asked 
questions. The Indigo Commission's report, already on record, 
provided official corroboration for everything the translation had 
claimed. The Empire had managed to make Nil Darpan more famous 
by prosecuting its translator than it would have been if  it had simply 
ignored the publication. Fear of  a text is the surest advertisement for 
its power.

IX. Translation Strategies and Their Political Consequences

The theoretical frameworks developed across the last half-century 
illuminate with remarkable precision what was at stake in the choices 
made by Nil Darpan's translator — and, taken together, they converge 
on the argument that the close reading above has demonstrated: that 
the translation's political effectiveness and its cultural costs were 
products of  the same operation.

Eugene Nida's distinction between formal equivalence — word-for-
word fidelity to the source text — and dynamic equivalence — a 
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translation that produces the same effect in the target reader as the 
original produced in the source reader — maps cleanly onto the choices 
the translation made (Nida 1964). A formally equivalent translation would 
have preserved the Bengali terms, the specific cultural references, the 
untranslatable emotional registers of  prān, atithi-seva, and devotional 
grief. It would also, almost certainly, have been incomprehensible to an 
English reader with no prior knowledge of  Bengali culture. A dynamically 
equivalent translation would sacrifice fidelity to the letter in order to 
preserve fidelity to the effect. The extant English translation of  Nil 
Darpan chooses dynamic equivalence emphatically, sometimes to excess. 
The dialogue is elevated, occasionally melodramatic in a Victorian 
theatrical mode that will have felt familiar and emotionally legible to an 
English reader. The specific textures of  Bengali village speech are 
smoothed. This was not a failure of  translation so much as a calculated 
accommodation to what Christiane Nord's Skopos theory would later 
formalize: every translation is governed by its skopos — its purpose — 
and that purpose should be the primary criterion by which translation 
choices are evaluated (Nord 1997).

The skopos of  the Nil Darpan translation was political agitation. Judged 
by that skopos, the translation's domesticating choices were strategically 
correct. The alternative was a more faithful but less effective document: 
a translation that preserved the foreignness of  Bengali suffering at the 
cost of  allowing an English reader to experience that suffering as exotic 
— not their problem, not their shame.

Lawrence Venuti's critique of  domestication provides the necessary 
counter-pressure. Venuti argues that domesticating translations erase 
the foreignness of  the source text and thereby perpetuate a kind of  
cultural imperialism — a colonization of  the text itself  (Venuti 2008). 
There is something deeply troubling in the recognition that Nil Darpan's 
political success may have depended, in part, on the translator's 
willingness to make Bengali suffering legible on English terms. What 
this meant, as the close reading has shown, is that the domesticating 
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choices were not random: they consistently erased the sacred-social 
universe — prān, desh, atithi-seva, the svargiya covenant, the devotional 
literary vocabulary through which women’s experience was expressed 
— that constituted Bengali village life as a morally specific form of  
existence. Venuti's insight is that this erasure is itself  a form of  power: 
the power to determine which elements of  another culture can be made 
legible, and on whose terms.

Niranjana's argument, that colonial translation actively produces a 
version of  the source culture that is knowable and governable rather 
than faithfully representing it, applies here with particular force 
(Niranjana  1992). The English Nil Darpan does not merely lose the 
prān and the atithi; it produces, in their place, "lives" and "hospitality" 
— categories that make Bengali experience legible to the categories 
through which British humanitarian sentiment was organized. The 
translated text is not a window onto Bengali life but a substitute for it: a 
text that, precisely by making Bengali suffering comprehensible, makes 
it possible to understand Bengali suffering without understanding 
Bengali life.

It is at this point that the Chakrabarty frame introduced in the opening 
pages finds its full application. The losses documented above are not 
the accidental residue of  linguistic difficulty; they are the systematic 
conversion of  History 2 into History 1 (Chakrabarty 2000). Desh is 
History 2: it names a relation to place that is not available within the 
categories of  the nation-state or property rights. The devotional literary 
vocabulary that saturates Sairindri’s soliloquy is History 2: it names 
affective states — the cātakinī’s singular longing, the vyākul condition 
valorized as spiritually advanced — that are not available within the 
psychology of  romantic sentiment. Prān is History 2: it names a 
metaphysical substance that is not available within the biology of  
biological life. The translation moves each of  these into History 1 — 
into "country," "longing," "life" — and in doing so performs, at the 
level of  the sentence, the same operation that the colonial project 
performed at the level of  governance: the rendering-legible-on-
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European-terms of  a world that could only be fully known from inside. 
The translation and the plantation system shared not only a target but a 
method. Both required the conversion of  History 2 into History 1 in 
order to function.

X. Conclusions

There is a particular irony in the fact that the English translation of  Nil 
Darpan was the instrument through which a significant section of  the 
British public became aware of  what was happening in Bengal's indigo 
districts. The Empire had constructed a linguistic and administrative 
architecture specifically designed to ensure that what happened in the 
colonies remained, in the metropolitan imagination, comfortably 
abstract — a matter of  policy and commerce and civilizational 
development, not of  whips and broken families and farmers dying on 
debts they never chose to incur. The translation broke that architecture.
Not completely, and not permanently. The Indigo Revolt was eventually 
contained. The indigo industry declined in the following decades, 
though this owed as much to the development of  synthetic aniline dyes 
in Germany as to humanitarian pressure. The colonial system 
continued, its mechanisms of  exploitation adapting to new crops and 
new conditions. The individual justice that Nobin Madhab and 
thousands of  unnamed farmers deserved was never delivered. History 
rarely delivers that kind of  justice.

But what Nil Darpan and its translation accomplished — what James 
Long went to prison to accomplish — was the creation of  a precedent. 
They demonstrated that vernacular literature, precisely because it was 
vernacular, could contain truths that the colonial archive was 
determined not to hold. They demonstrated that translation was not 
simply a literary or commercial enterprise but a political act with real 
consequences, real costs, and real power. And they demonstrated, above 
all, that the visibility of  suffering is not a natural condition; it is a 
political achievement, requiring effort, strategy, and sometimes sacrifice.
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The Empire prosecuted Long because the Empire read its own cruelty 
in its own language and could not pretend that the reading had not 
happened. That moment — a Calcutta courtroom in 1861, an Irishman 
standing trial for publishing a play — is one of  the stranger and more 
illuminating episodes in the history of  colonial India. It tells us that 
language is always political. It tells us that translation is never neutral. 
And it tells us that the translation's losses matter as much as its 
achievements: that what is left behind in the act of  crossing a language 
boundary often constitutes the most precise record of  what was worth 
defending.

The question the translation of  Nil Darpan poses for us now is not 
primarily historical. It is structural, and it recurs wherever the language 
of  international legibility and humanitarian intervention is deployed to 
represent the suffering of  communities whose own languages are not 
the languages of  power. When such suffering achieves international 
visibility, it does so through a process of  translation — into English, 
into the vocabulary of  human rights and humanitarian law — that 
necessarily performs some version of  the conversion the Nil Darpan 
translation performed: making the particular legible by making it 
universal, leaving behind in that act of  legibility the History 2 specificity 
of  the lives being represented. The translation's gains are real. So are its 
costs. James Long understood, when he accepted his sentence, that 
there is no innocent position in this process — only the choice between 
different forms of  complicity and different forms of  responsibility. 
That choice remains, one hundred and sixty years later, as 
consequential as it was in 1861.
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