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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

dward Morgan forster was born into a comfort-

able London family in 1879. His father, an ar-

chitect, died when Forster was very young, leav-

ing the boy to be raised by his mother and great-
aunt. Forster proved to be a bright student, and he went on to
attend Cambridge University, graduating in 1901. He spent
much of the next decade traveling and living abroad, dividing
his time between working as a journalist and writing short sto-
ries and novels.

Many of Forster’s observations and experiences from this
time figure in his fiction, most notably A Room with a View
(1908), which chronicles the experiences of a group of English
people vacationing in Italy. Two years after A Room with a
View, the novel Howards End (1910), in which Forster criti-
cized the class divisions and prejudices of Edwardian England,
solidified his reputation as a social critic and a master of inci-
sively observational fiction.

Long before Forster first visited India, he had already
gained a vivid picture of its people and places from a young
Indian Muslim named Syed Ross Mascod, whom Forster began
tutoring in England starting in 1906. Forster and Masood be-
came very close, and Masood introduced Forster to several of
his Indian friends. Echoes of the friendship between the two
can be seen in the characters of Fielding and Aziz in A Pas-
sage to India. By the time Forster first visited India, in 1912,
the Englishman was well prepared for his travels throughout
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* A PASSAGE TO INDIA

the country.

At the time of Forster’s visit, the British government had
been officially ruling India since 1858, after the failed Sepoy
Rebellion in 1857, in which Indians attempted to regain rule
from the British East India Company. The East India Compa-
ny, a privately owned trading concern, had been gaining finan-
cial and political power in India since the seventeenth century.
By the time of Forster’s visit, Britain’s control over India was
complete: English governors headed each province and were
responsible to Parliament. Though England had promised the
Indian people a role in government in exchange for their aid
during World War 1, India did not win independence until
three decades later, in 1949.

Forster spent time with both Englishmen and Indians dur-
ing his visit, and he quickly found he preferred the company
of the latter. He was troubled by the racial oppression and
deep cultural misunderstandings that divided the Indian people
and the British colonists, or, as they are called in A Passage to
India, Anglo-Indians. The prevailing attitude among the British
in India was that the colonists were assuming the “white man’s
burden”—novelist Rudyard Kipling’s phrase—of governing
the country, because the Indians could not handle the responsi-
bility themselves. Forster, a homosexual living in a society and
era largely unsympathetic to his lifestyle, had long experienced
prejudice and misunderstanding firsthand. It is no surprise,
then, that Forster felt sympathetic toward the Indian side of the
colonial argument. Indeed, Forster became a lifelong advocate
for tolerance and understanding among people of different so-
cial classes, races, and backgrounds.

Forster began writing A Passage to India in 1913, just af-

4
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* A PASSAGE TO INDIA

ter his first visit to India. The novel was not revised and com-
pleted, however, until well after his second stay in India, in
1921, when he served as secretary to the Maharajah of Dewas
State Senior. Published in 1924, A Passage to India examines
the racial misunderstandings and cultural hypocrisies that char-
acterized the complex interactions between Indians and the
English toward the end of the British occupation of India.

Forster’s style is marked by his sympathy for his charac-
ters, his ability to see more than one side of an argument or
story, and his fondness for simple, symbolic tales that neatly
encapsulate large-scale problems and conditions. These ten-
dencies are all evident in A Passage to India, which was im-
mediately acclaimed as Forster’s masterpiece upon its publica-
tion. It is a traditional social and political novel, unconcerned
with the technical innovation of some of Forster’s modernist
contemporaries such as Gertrude Stein or T.S. Eliot. A Passage
to India is concerned, however, with representing the chaos of
modern human experience through patterns of imagery and
form. In this regard, Forster’s novel is similar to modernist
works of the same time period, such as James Joyce’s Ulysses
(1922) and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925).

A Passage to India was the last in a string of Forster’s
novels in which his craft improved markedly with each new
work. After the novel’s publication, however, Forster never a-
gain attained the level of craft or the depth of observation that
characterized his early work. In his later life, he contented
himself primarily with writing critical essays and lectures, most
notably Aspects of the Novel (1927). In 1946, Forster accepted
a fellowship at Cambridge, where he remained until his death
in 1970. &
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PLOT OVERVIEW

wo englishwomen, the young Miss Adela Quest-
ed and the elderly Mrs. Moore, travel to India.
Adela expects to become engaged to Mrs.

Moore’s son, Ronny, a British magistrate in the
Indian city of Chandrapore. Adela and Mrs. Moore each hope
to see the real India during their visit, rather than cultural in-
stitutions imported by the British.

At the same time, Aziz, a young Muslim doctor in India,
is increasingly frustrated by the poor treatment he receives at
the hands of the English. Aziz is especially annoyed with Ma-
jor Callendar, the civil surgeon, who has a tendency to sum-
mon Aziz for frivolous reasons in the middle of dinner. Aziz
and two of his educated friends, Hamidullah and Mahmoud
Ali, hold a lively conversation about whether or not an Indian
can be friends with an Englishman in India. That night, Mrs.
Moore and Aziz happen to run into each other while exploring
a local mosque, and the two become friendly. Aziz is moved
and surprised that an English person would treat him like a
friend.

Mr. Turton, the collector who governs Chandrapore, hosts
a party so that Adela and Mrs. Moore may have the opportuni-
ty to meet some of the more prominent and wealthy Indians in
the city. At the event, which proves to be rather awkward,
Adela meets Cyril Fielding, the principal of the government
college in Chandrapore. Fielding, impressed with Adela’s open

friendliness to the Indians, invites her and Mrs. Moore to tea
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* A PASSAGE TO INDIA

with him and the Hindu professor Godbole. At Adela’s re-
quest, Fielding invites Aziz to tea as well.

At the tea, Aziz and Fielding immediately become
friendly, and the afternoon is overwhelmingly pleasant until
Ronny Heaslop arrives and rudely interrupts the party. Later
that evening, Adela tells Ronny that she has decided not to
marry him. But that night, the two are in a car accident to-
gether, and the excitement of the event causes Adela to
change her mind about the marriage.

Not long afterward, Aziz organizes an expedition to the
nearby Marabar Caves for those who attended Fielding’s tea.
Fielding and Professor Godbole miss the train to Marabar, so
Aziz continues on alone with the two ladies, Adela and Mrs.
Moore. Inside one of the caves, Mrs. Moore is unnerved by
the enclosed space, which is crowded with Aziz's retinue, and
by the uncanny echo that seems to translate every sound she
makes into the noise “boum.”

Aziz, Adela, and a guide go on to the higher caves while
Mrs. Moore waits below. Adela, suddenly realizing that she
does not love Ronny, asks Aziz whether he has more than one
wife—a quesfion he considers offensive. Aziz storms off into a
cave, and when he returns, Adela is gone. Aziz scolds the guide
for losing Adela, and the guide runs away. Aziz finds Adela’s
broken field-glasses and heads down the hill. Back at the picnic
site, Aziz finds Fielding waiting for him. Aziz is unconcerned to
learn that Adela has hastily taken a car back to Chandrapore, as
he is overjoyed to see Fielding. Back in Chandrapore, however,
Aziz is unexpectedly arrested. He is charged with attempting to
rape Adela Quested while she was in the caves, a charge based
on a claim Adela herself has made,

10
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* A PASSAGE TO INDIA

Fielding, believing Aziz to be innocent, angers all of
British India by joining the Indians in Aziz's defense. In the
weeks before the trial, the racial tensions between the Indians
and the English flare up considerably. Mrs. Moore is distracted
and miserable because of her memory of the echo in the cave
and because of her impatience with the upcoming trial. Adela
is emotional and ill; she too seems to suffer from an echo in
her mind. Ronny is fed up with Mrs. Moore’s lack of support
for Adela, and it is agreed that Mrs. Moore will return to Eng-
land earlier than planned. Mrs. Moore dies on the voyage back
to England, but not before she realizes that there is no “real
India”"—but rather a complex multitude of different Indias.

At Aziz’s trial, Adela, under oath, is questioned about
what happened in the caves. Shockingly, she declares that she
has made a mistake: Aziz is not the person or thing that at-
tacked her in the cave. Aziz is set free, and Fielding escorts
Adela to the Government College, where she spends the next
several weeks. Fielding begins to respect Adela, recognizing
her bravery in standing against her peers to pronounce Aziz
innocent. Ronny breaks off his engagement to Adela, and she
returns to England.

Aziz, however, is angry that Fielding would befriend
Adela after she nearly ruined Aziz’s life, and the friendship
between the two men suffers as a consequence. Then Fielding
sails for a visit to England. Aziz declares that he is done with
the English and that he intends to move to a place where he
will not have to encounter them.

Two years later, Aziz has become the chief doctor to the
Rajah of Mau, a Hindu region several hundred miles from
Chandrapore. He has heard that Fielding married Adela shortly

12



