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Introduction to Edward Morgan Forster (1879-1970) 

Between tradition and innovation 

Forster is one of the most meaningful voices in 20th century English literature. He belongs to the 

long list of English novelists (from Fielding through Dickens to Jane Austen and Thackeray up to 

Hardy) who used their art to describe the features of the society in which they lived and the effects 

of society on man’s mentality and life, often with critical irony. 

His work is a long battle to open the eyes of modern man against hypocrisy and prejudice, 

stereotypes and intolerance. 

To this purpose he gave further scope by contrasting geographical and social realities (e.g. Indian 

and Italian) with the English one and taking as a starting point for his comparison the need for 

social justice and explicit anti- imperialism.  

Already in his first novel,  Where the Angels Fear to Tread (1905) set in San Gimignano, the writer gives a 

sympathetic,  portrait of the Italians, opposed to the coldness and suspicion typical of the English. 

A Room with a View (1908) deals with similar themes in a more complex way. The story develops between 

England and Florence, but it is “the view” of the title which metaphorically plays an important role in the 

text, i.e. the capacity to see and understand reality which allows to throw down prejudice and intolerance and 

to overcome national barriers. In the novel Forster builds up an opposition between characters that he defines 

as “medieval” (like Cecil Vyse, who looks at Italy with suspicion and diffidence due to his puritanic 

background) and “renaissance” (like the protagonist, Lucy, who gradually develops a revolutionary open 

minded attitude towards “otherness”). The mythical Mediterranean world of life and love is 

opposed to the English world of darkness and hypocrisy. The “undeveloped heart” that Forster 

considered the typical English malaise could be developed in Italy, and his characters could come to 

a new awareness as the country works its “pernicious charm”. 

In his last and greatest novel, A Passage to India (1924), Forster’s persistent concern with cultural 

difference is  combined with an exploration of British imperialism. A Passage to India is a fierce 

satire of colonialism. 

The Indian landscape dominates the novel from the beginning to the end, forcing the protagonists to 

come “face to face with themselves” and challenging the established values of Western civilization. 

The novel deals with a major event of this century, the dissolution of British dominion over 

India. Whereas Kipling had given an enchanting picture of Imperial India, Forster recorded the 

moment of British India’s transformation into a new country. The non-cooperation movement and 

Ghandi wanted social equality between the British and the Indians. Forster shared this view and 

criticized imperialistic policies of discrimination under which personal relations were spoilt.  
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The isolation of the British community at Chandrapore, the atrocities suffered by the Indians, the 

agitation of the natives, all these issues are present in the novel. The development of an Indian 

national consciousness is  described in the character of Aziz. 

 Dr Aziz, an Indian Muslim physician,  is bound to suffer constant harassments  from British 

colonialists. However, not all the English behave in the same way: Mrs Moore (whose name is 

reminiscent of the spiritualist philosopher George Moore, suggesting interior freedom from 

prejudice) respects his faith and, at the beginning of the novel, takes off her shoes when entering a 

mosque, as, she remarks, “God is here”.  

 Mrs Moore stands for some kind of poetic vision of life. She experiences the fundamental unity of 

the universe opposed to the narrow-minded mentality and conceited sense of superiority of most 

British officers in India (according to Mrs Moore imperialism is based on “exercise of power and 

the subtle pleasure of personal superiority”). She symbolically represents an intuitive approach 

to life and a perception of the reality behind appearances, which allows her to overcome racial and 

cultural barriers. 

The other “atypical” English is the headmaster of the local College, Cyril Fielding, who shares Mrs 

Moore’s humanistic approach. However, if in previous novels a solution of conflicts was still 

possible, a real dialogue between different cultures is unattainable when one country is ruling over 

the other. The English attempt to bring their idea of “order” to the “muddle”, “mystery”, chaos and 

multiplicity of the Indian vision of the world (symbolized by the Marabar Caves: empty, dark caves 

with an uncanny echo) is bound to failure. The English obsession with classification, order and sharp, 

clear-cut distinctions is incompatible with the shifting quality of India itself. As Mrs Moore realizes in the 

end, there is no “real India”, but rather a complex multitude of different Indias that defy labelling and 

understanding. 

The novel suggests that Fielding and Aziz may become real friends only after India gains 

independence. Forster is not a novelist of solutions and his fiction at its best proposes 

incompleteness. 

 

The theme of friendship is fundamental in Forster’s life and fiction, and linked to his vision of a 

classless society. 

The relationship between two boys of different classes is already central in the early short story 

“The story of a panic”, set in Italy, and in the posthumous novel Maurice. However, Forster’s own 

reticence and the threat of censorship and possible prosecution prevented him publishing Maurice 

or the short stories, among which “The life to come”, that deal openly with homosexuality  (at that 
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time still regarded as a criminal offence).These restrictions partly contributed to the block that 

ultimately brought his fiction writing career to an end after 1924. 

Though maintaining  the traditional structure of the novel and the third person omniscient narrator, 

Forster is not a “realist” in the traditional sense and his  writings can be read on two different levels: 

the literal and the symbolic. 

In the poetic concentration of his prose and his interest in the life of the mind – the internal lives of 

the characters – he is very much a modernist.  

Forster has contributed something new to the English novel, i.e. the attention to the limits imposed 

by bourgeois education on the development of feeling and on the life of impulse: a theme he shares 

with  D.H. Lawrence. 
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