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Abstract: Sarat Chandra Chatterjee (1876-1938) was a prominent Bengali writer of the early 

twentieth century. He was known for a realistic portrayal of social situations and a critical 

evaluation of societal norms. His works exposed the hypocrisy and exploitation rampant in 

the social and cultural setup of the twentieth century. He voiced the agony and misery of the 

subalterns and brought their narratives to the centre of attention. In the novel Pather Dabi, 

the story of a revolutionary organization based in Burma is narrated and the exploitation of 

the colonial rule is exposed. The protagonist Sabyasachi nurtures the dream of India’s 

independence and this novel traces the grit and determination a revolutionary requires to 

witness the dream turn into reality.  

Pather Dabi is a nationalist novel by Sarat Chandra and was serialized in a monthly 

journal Bangabani between February-March 1922 and April-May 1926. The narrative is set 

in Burma and revolves around the revolutionary activities of the organization Pather Dabi 

headed by Sabyasachi. Upon the serialization of the novel, the British government took note 

of the highly inflammatory and bitter criticism of the British rule and when the novel was 

published in 1926, it was banned under sedition charges. The ban was lifted one year after 

Sarat’s death in 1939. The novel reflects upon the political position of India as a colonized 

country and aims to expose the true face of colonialism to the countrymen. The protagonist of 

the novel, Sabyasachi, travels to various countries to evoke support and funds for the aim of 

freeing India from the clutches of foreign rule. He propagates his ideas among the factory 

workers of Burma and wants to revolutionize them against the oppressive, industrial colonial 

power. Sabyasachi is full of hatred for the British government’s policy of not only exploiting 

the material wealth but also eroding the cultural base of his homeland. And thus, 

emasculating the nation into a passive acceptance of the benevolence of the British crown.  

Sarat Chandra was actively involved in the national struggle for freedom and Pather 

Dabi is a reflection of his involvement in the political movement engulfing his country. In his 

biography The Great Vagabond, his opinion on the importance of writers in fanning the 

freedom movement is stated: “It is a countryman’s duty to take part in politics, more so, in 
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our country where politics’ main role is to liberate our country from the foreign yoke. In this 

Movement writers should remain in the vanguard. In all countries of the world writers have 

played a crucial role in creating public opinion. Down the ages, writers have sparked off the 

desire for freedom in man’s heart. If I accept your viewpoint, then the lawyers, barristers, 

doctors and students will also put forward the same argument. In that case who will enter 

politics?”(qtd in Prabhakar 202). His sympathy for the revolutionaries is reflected when 

Sabyasachi is introduced in the novel; though in absentia. When another male protagonist 

Apurba is on his way to lodge a complain to the police he meets his friend Nimai Babu, who 

has come to Burma to arrest a political revolutionary:  

“I’ve come all the way to receive and escort a great person. Everything now 

depends on him. I’ve got his photograph and detailed description. But the Burmese 

police still can’t lay their hands on him. I doubt if even I’ll succeed. He’s a 

revolutionary! An enemy of the state! A worthy enemy indeed! The person who 

named him “Sabyasachi” must’ve been really inspired. According to the 

Mahabharata, Arjuna or Sabyasachi could wield both his hands with equal dexterity. 

But the intelligence reports of the government reveals that in the case of this man, 

each of his organs is equally dexterous. He never misses a target with gun or 

pistol…He can speak a dozen languages so fluently that one would find it difficult to 

guess what was his mother-tongue. He studied medicine in Germany, engineering in 

France, law in England, and since he lived for some time in America, he must’ve done 

something there as well. Like playing cards, these served as recreations for him. But 

none of these qualifications came to any use. The burning passion he has for his 

country is like an inextinguishable flame coursing through his veins! Torture him, 

torment him, it’ll not cease as long as he lives! He has neither compassion nor 

attachment, no faith in religion, no home, no hearth, nothing! We also belong to the 

same place but he’s so different from us! One wonders how such a man was at all 

born in Bengal!” (66-67).” 

On Sabyasachi’s character S. C. Sengupta remarks, “Sabyasachi is a romantic idealist. 

Everything Sabyasachi says or does has the stamp of vitality, because he lives the philosophy 

he preaches. For the sake of his ideal he is ready to sacrifice all other desirable things- peace, 

happiness and love. Not that he has not a sense of larger values, but for the sake of the 

independence of India, which he believes, can be secured only by violent means, he is ready 

to waive every other consideration, to immolate all other ideals” (Sengupta 74). Sabyasachi 

http://www.eupstream.com/


Upstream Research International Journal (URIJ)   ISSN 2321 –0567  
A Peer Reviewed Refereed Indexed Journal   Vol. VI, Issue I (Jan.- 2018)  

Upstream Research International Journal (URIJ)   ISSN 2321 –0567  
Approved by UGC New Delhi   Vol. VI, Issue I (Jan.- 2018)  
Website: www.eupstream.com    Impact Factor: 1.024 : IC Value:6.48 

represents the true revolutionary- he is mysterious, his plans are sudden and he never makes 

any promise of a return. Though he handles his comrades with an iron hand but his heart is 

kind and forgiving. The tough exterior of Sabyasachi is mellowed down by his sensitive, soft 

side. He is wedded to his mission of a violent revolution but does not force his ideology on 

anyone. He values the finer and noble values relevant for a civil society but for him these 

values can be fully enjoyed in a free land. His relationship with the female protagonist 

Bharati and his poet friend Sashi is representative of his open-mindedness. Sabyasachi 

advises Bharati to choose a different path because a revolutionary path requires bones and 

heart of steel. The revolutionaries get negligible support from the natives. There is hardly 

anyone to mourn their death. They are fighting a lonely battle to reduce the suffering of their 

fellow men. He lives a life of loneliness and is bereft of any worldly ties. He has numbed 

himself to the criticism from all sides and the only person he can completely trust is himself. 

The horrific conditions Sabyasachi is forced to live in tears the heart of Bharati and she is 

amazed at the strength of his will: “Bharati turned her face aside. Repugnance and anguish 

filled her soul. A wave of deep sorrow swept across her; she felt she would burst into 

uncontrollable tears. Oh, this country! This love for its independence! To this man nothing 

else in this world mattered! This room, this inedible food, this hateful company, this life of an 

animal- even death was preferable to this sort of life, thought Bharati. It was easy to die- but 

this constant torture of body and mind, this slow death faced willingly and with fortitude- this 

was something never seen before! The anguish of subjugation had inured him to all other 

sorrows” (240). Through the character of Bharati, Sarat has highlighted the absence of a 

motherly figure for the revolutionaries. Sabyasachi has only Bharati who cares for his life and 

as the head of Pather Dabi, he has comrades but no friends. Bharati presents the benevolent 

side of Sarat and the place that revolutionaries had in his heart. In a line of work ripe with 

violence, deceit and death; Bharati fills the void of love and warmth.“The humanist Sarat 

Chandra had an unfathomable love and affection for his countrymen, who brooked the 

insolence of everybody, stood up erect against all kinds of torture and oppression at all places 

and protested, by their necessary acts of self-annihilation, against any unjust tyranny. He was 

so dear and venerable among the revolutionaries because of his motherly love and affection 

for the revolutionary organizations. He was their closest associate. All his life, he had 

expressed his feelings of optimism for these unknown, neglected and unfortunate young 

men” (Ghosh 255).  The work of revolution demands fierce detachment and it is a thankless 

job. The people will turn against the revolutionaries but the revolutionary does not harbour 
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any anger or revenge for his countrymen. The path to freedom that they have chosen requires 

a willing suspension of their personal freedom.  

Frantz Fanon states, “National liberation, national renaissance, the restoration of 

nationhood to the people, commonwealth: whatever may be the heading used or the new 

formulas introduced, decolonization is always a violent phenomenon. The need for this 

change exists in its crude state, impetuous and compelling, in the consciousness and in the 

lives of the men and women who are colonized” (Fanon 27). Sabyasachi sees violence and 

revolution as the only way out of this labyrinth of colonialism. He is aware of the pitfalls of 

revolution but for him the need of the hour transcends such moral questions. He rejects the 

doctrine of peace as a falsehood created by the powerful to maintain their domination on the 

minority: “Violence is not necessarily evil. Peace! Peace! Peace! I’m fed up with this 

constant talk of peace! Do you know who are the people who’ve been preaching this 

falsehood for so long? They are the same peop le who’ve robbed the peace of others, who’ve 

usurped what was rightfully theirs. They are the preachers of the cult of peace! They’ve 

dinned this into the ears of the deprived, diseased and oppressed populace so that they now 

shudder at the very thought of unrest. They are convinced it’s harmful, it’s evil. That’s what 

has been holding up their progress. However ancient and sacred may be the concept of peace, 

it can’t be greater than man! We’ll have to demolish everything today. No doubt it’ll create 

an upheaval, may even hurt a few, but that’s only natural, isn’t it?” (272). The discourse of 

peace as a greater truth has been circulated by the colonialists to make their reign of 

exploitation and terror. According to Foucault, “Mental force is exerted by a po werful 

minority who are thus able to impose their idea of the right, or the true, on the majority” (qtd 

in Fillingham 7). Sabyasachi rejects this distorted history and wishes to replace this with a 

new history of freedom and revolutionary action. But Sarat has not created Sabyasachi in the 

image of a mercenary. He suggests Bharati to choose a path that suits her ideology and 

contribute by her own ideas to the development of the nation. He is a revolutionary and has 

decided his plan of action. He does not reject or demean other ways of nation building and 

gives them credibility. Sabyasachi does not have a constricted view of history and its 

corresponding truth. He sees revolution as a requirement of the present political situation and 

does not glorify it as the only eternal principle. Sabyasachi envisions a future beyond 

revolution and independence, where other values will be the need of the nation: “My sole aim 

in life is to achieve the independence of India, but I’ve never made the mistake of thinking 

that there can be nothing greater in life. Independence is not an end in itself. Religion, peace, 
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literature, happiness, are all greater than that. It’s for their fullest development that freedom is 

essential; else of what use is it?” (278) 

Sabyasachi reveals the dark side of colonialism to Bharati. Bharati is an Anglo-Indian 

and has a soft corner for the British culture. Sabyasachi wants to show her the haunting 

reality beneath the Christian benevolence. “Native society is not simply described as a society 

lacking in values. It is not enough for the colonialist to affirm that those values have 

disappeared from, or still better never existed in, the colonial world. The native is declared 

insensible to ethics; he represents not only the absence of values, but also the negation of 

values. He is, let us dare to admit, the enemy of values, and in this sense he is the absolute 

evil. He is the corrosive element, destroying all that comes near him; he is the deforming 

element, disfiguring all that has to do with beauty or morality; he is the depository of 

maleficent powers, the unconscious and irretrievable instrument of blind forces” (Fanon 32). 

Sabyasachi holds similar views as Fanon and reveals the greediness of the civilizing mission. 

He says to Bharati, “You profess their religion. You’re indebted to them for various acts of 

kindness. You’ve seen their numerous good qualities. But have you seen their greed, their 

voracious appetite that seeks to devour everything? Today they’ve enormous wealth. They 

own innumerable warships, factories, mansions, arms and ammunition with which to kill 

people. Have you ever tried to know the source of this wealth? Have you ever tried to see the 

real picture of your motherland? We’ve lost our art and craft, our trade and commerce, our 

religion, our age old wisdom. The rivers have dried up and turned into deserts. The farmer 

doesn’t get two square meals a day. Our craftsmen work as laborers for the foreigners. Today 

we don’t have water to drink or enough food to eat” (285). Colonialism’s eco nomic 

exploitation renders the natives in a pitiable condition and further strengthen the colonial 

mission. Sabyasachi dismantles this claim of the Britishers by highlighting their crude 

selfishness and the lies of progress they propagate to hide their true nature: “Unscrupulous, 

naked selfishness and brute power form the bedrock of this civilization. In the name of 

civilization, they have exploited the weak and the powerless in every country. They proclaim 

that it’s for the ultimate good of the country that they’ve conquered it. They spread the myth 

of the white man’s burden. These untruths they preach through their writings, their speeches, 

their missionaries and their textbooks. This is their policy, the politics of the Christian 

civilization” (286). Sabyasachi is Sarat’s mouthpiece to expose the multi- layered exploitation 

of colonialism. Colonialism rips apart a county from the core and takes apart the material and 

cultural wealth. Sabyasachi unmasks the hypocrisy of the European civilization and their 
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double standards regarding morality. According to Sabyasachi, the colonial power only 

preaches higher values and does not practice such values in the colonies. The colonies are a 

site of exploitation and the natives are fooled by the progressive and reformat ive claims of 

the colonizers.  

During the colonial period, along with revolutionary activities, groups of natives were 

struggling for more reforms in the colonial setup. These reformers demanded more rights and 

privileges for the natives and higher representation of natives in administrative setup. The 

aim of this reformist tendency was not freedom with immediate effect but more control of 

natives and a controlled freedom. Sabyasachi does not support this marathon towards 

freedom. He is not only critical of the colonial rule but also questions the dead elements of 

the traditional order. He is fighting for a complete social revolution: “Reforms signify merely 

repairs, not a complete change! This seeks to make the tyranny a little more tolerable. 

Possibly, they aim at nothing greater than an overhaul of the machinery that has become 

obsolete. I’ve never wanted such a hoax even for a day! I don’t believe in requesting them to 

oblige me by making my prison cell a little wider. There’s no scope for self-deception in my 

creed, my struggle. The outcome can only be two things- either my death, or the attainment 

of India’s independence!” (347). Sabyasachi lives the life and philosophy of an active agent 

of history. He does not believe in empty speeches and only showcasing dreams of freedom to 

the natives. He has taken charge to contribute his blood and sweat for the achievement of 

India’s freedom. He does not support merciless killing and only supports violence for the 

attainment of this political goal. He does not wish to live a vegetative life and is engaged in 

real action for achievement of desired values. This inner pull towards agency is well 

supported by Fanon when he states, “The immobility to which the native is condemned can 

only be called in question if the native decides to put an end to the history of colonization- the 

history of pillage- the history of decolonization” (Fanon 40). Sarat created the character of 

Sabyasachi as an embodiment of the best in a revolutionary. His guiding principle in life is 

attainment of freedom for his mother country.  

Pather Dabi is a reflection of Sarat’s own political convictions. He not only uncovers 

the oppression of the British government, but also the ills plaguing India’s traditional cultural 

sphere too. The colonizer as well as the colonized, both are at the receiving end of criticism 

in the novel. Foucault states, “Traditional history’s search for origins in great moral truths is 

entirely misguided; everything is subject to history’s dis- integrative gaze. There are no 

absolutes” (qtd in Fillingham103). For the goal of freedom and revolution Sabyasachi 
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demolishes the concept of ultimate truth. He wishes to do away with the idea that truth is one 

and eternal. This belief halts the progress of man and keeps him tied to a dead past: “You 

people talk of the ultimate truth, the supreme truth! These meaningless, pompous words 

appear to be of great significance to you. But these words are used only to beguile the fools. 

You think that one creates falsehood, while truth is eternal and divine. Sheer nonsense! Man 

creates truths in the same way as he creates lies. Truth is not eternal or ever-lasting. Like 

everything else in this world, it is also born and it too dies” (309). He believes in change as 

an ongoing process and that each age creates its own truths to suit their historical position. He 

does not believe in the meaningless reverence for one’s forefathers and is not mesmerized 

with their cowardice: “What did our forefathers do? They simply ran away. They never 

attempted to protect their land at the cost of their lives. There’s nothing to be proud of them. 

We’ll disown them- their religion, their laws, their cowardice, their treachery, their social 

structures. In the name of a religion which they did not practise, gods in whom they 

themselves had no faith, they have created hideous and illogical rules and regulations in 

which we find ourselves circumscribed today. These restrictions are at the root of all our 

evils” (312). He wishes that his countrymen will stop looking backward and use their 

energies to take the country forward towards a new history. He attacks the caste system for its 

uselessness in the present scenario and how it is only harming the cause of the nation. 

“Foucault’s sympathy was with the basic act of revolt: the impulse by which a single 

individual, a group, a minority, or an entire people says, ‘I will no longer obey’ and throws 

the risk of their life in the face of an authority they consider unjust. All Foucault is willing to 

say is that it is only through such revolt that subjectivity (not that of great men, but that of 

anyone) is brought into history, making human lives not just a matter of biological evolution 

but genuinely historical, and that his commitment as an intellectual is to be respectful when a 

singularity revolts, intransigent as power violates the universal” (qtd in Gutting 30). 

Sabyasachi rejects all old traditions which stand in the way of social revolution and wants to 

recreate society from a fresh perspective. He is a revolutionary and does not sing praises of 

the past. He aims for a new social order which will be free of the taints of the past and will 

include all humans equally in its gamut: “Nothing becomes venerable just because it is old. 

It’s futile to sing praises of the past. Besides, we’re revolutionaries. We’ve nothing to do with 

the past. Our outlook, our actions, our aims, are all progressive. We’ve to forge ahead only by 

demolishing the old barriers. Where’s the scope of sentimentality in it? How can we discover 

the right of way if the old and decrepit and dead continue to obstruct our path? With the 
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passage of time everything becomes obsolete, worn out and useless, and has hence to be 

discarded. Man progresses each day, but the ancient customs and traditions remain static. 

This is something that’s anachronistic. One problem that we face is that the utility or 

otherwise of any old custom cannot be judged simply on the basis of its age. Or else you too 

would’ve agreed that all that is obsolete and useless should be demolished so that a new race, 

a new order may rise from its ashes!” (313).  He wants his fellow beings to come out of the 

state of denial and take a hard look at the rotten state of the country. He wants his people to 

stop looking at history and instead become active agents of creating history.  

 Pather Dabi or as the title translates to The Right of Way, is not merely a search for 

the way to political freedom but also a path to freedom from social and cultural bondage. The 

motto of the society Pather Dabi, “We believe in the right of all men to live as human beings 

without any hindrances. It is our aim that those who come after us may be free and not find 

their path obstructed” (117) reflects Sarat’s own values regarding human life and assuring a 

life of dignity to all humans. The novel is a search for the nation in transition, the process of 

nation building and a vision for democratic social and cultural values. On the path towards 

freedom, Sabyasachi favoured the factory workers over peasantry for their support: “It’s 

futile to expect that the peace- loving, unresistant, innocent peasants will be prepared to lay 

down their lives for the sake of an idea, a dream. They don’t want independence; they want 

peace. Peace that is cherished by the weak and the incapable, is far more preferable to them” 

(292). He does not trust in the capability of peasantry to make the ultimate sacrifice for the 

nation as they are entrenched in their orthodox, patriarchal and sedentary life. They cannot 

forego of their traditional values to come together as one unit and fight for freedom. In the 

creation of a free nation, Sabyasachi puts the artist above the revolutionary and the politician. 

His poet friend Sashi is representative of the artist a nation needs to fulfil its moral and 

cultural roles. The aim of the revolutionary is short term, but an artist contributes to national 

development for a long period of time. Sabyasachi says to Sashi, “You’re a poet, an artist, 

you’re greater than a politician. Never forget this. It is the artist who gives a nation its  

identity, its stature. A day will come when this struggle of ours will come to an end. These 

sufferings will then appear insignificant, just one episode crowding the pages of history. But 

who’ll deny the significance of your work? You alone will synthesize the different streams 

and weave it into a single garland” (311). He wants the artist to be socially active and register 

protest against orthodoxy through his literature.  
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  Sabyasachi represents the undying spirit of sacrificing oneself fully in the service of 

the nation and encourages the youth to challenge authority and strive for revolution and 

change. The novel is an urge for revolution, not just political but incessant and never ending 

social and cultural revolution. The novel dismantles the colonial authority as well as the 

fascination for the supposed perfect, ancient past. It is a passionate yearning for freedom, 

progress, change, demystification and a vision for a better future. The novel is committed to 

fulfilling an important social role at a time when the society is undergoing a major historical 

transformation and all members of society must contribute in creating a new history for 

themselves. Sarat hopes for his countrymen to rise against social tyranny and political 

bondage and to create and pave their own right of way towards a social system based on 

democratic and humanistic values. Pather Dabi is the celebration of that independent spirit 

which resists oppression in all forms and does not even valorises itself in the process and only 

aims for this revolutionary zeal to continually recreate history and refashion society with 

newer and upgraded values.  
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