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Introduction

Might as well start with an admission: my only previous reading of A Passage to India was on a university course in America that took in most of Forster’s novels. It was the only one of his books that didn’t seduce me with its charms, but instead made me want to put on a pair of boxing gloves. Almost impossible for it to have been otherwise: A Passage to India wasn’t just heralded as Forster’s masterpiece but also as a masterpiece about India under the Raj, and I was new to postcolonial theory. It was never going to turn out well.

Despite the pugilistic beginnings, that copy of the novel has moved with me from one continent to the next and survived many bookshelf culls. So in the centenary year of its publication, I’ve been able to pick it up – more than twice the age I was when I previously read it, a few years older than Forster was when he finished it – and plunge back in. I’ve never been someone to write in the margins of books, but my younger self left the faintest wavering pencil lines against a few sentences that caught her attention. In a few places there’s even a written comment. It’s useful to look at those pencil lines now and know that, contrary to memory, my feelings about the novel were complicated. There are places where I really was charmed, places where Forster’s writing struck me as piercing and true, places where he captures something about his Indian characters with warmth and understanding. I had also read enough nineteenth- and twentieth-century novels that propagated all the myths of Empire to see something remarkable in the Forster who wrote these words for Fielding, speaking to Adela Quested: 

 

‘The first time I saw you, you were wanting to see India, not Indians, and it occurred to me: Ah, that won’t take us far.’

 

But most of my faint lines were clearly marking out evidence for the paper I was to write in which I criticised Forster for distorting what I knew he knew of India and Indians in order to create a picture of an unbridgeable gap between the English and Indians. I didn’t disagree about the unbridgeable gap, but I wanted Forster to acknowledge it was a gap created by the racist underpinnings of Empire. While Forster was hardly unaware of those racist underpinnings, he seemed to be locating a significant part of the problem in nature – the nature of East and West, of Indians and the English, and ultimately of the whole natural world itself (for this I took as evidence the final paragraph of the novel). The suggestion was that, even without Empire, the English and Indians just wouldn’t be able to come together in mutual understanding.

My feelings of irritation about A Passage to India and its status as a great novel of Empire were still with me years later when I wrote my novel Burnt Shadows, published in 2009, which has a section in pre-partition Delhi in which Indian and English characters interact. I knew that I was opening the door to a flurry of Forster comparisons. With that in mind, I wrote an exchange between my Indian character Sajjad Ashraf and his English employer, James Burton, which starts with Sajjad saying the alleys of Dilli are ‘insidious as a game of chess’, a line that Burton dismisses as ‘rubbish’. Sajjad turns moody, and it takes a few moments for James to realise why. 

 

‘It’s that damn book again, isn’t it? You’re quoting that damn book to me.’

The ‘damn book’ was Ahmed Ali’s Twilight in Delhi, published during the war by Hogarth Press. James’s mother had sent him a copy for Christmas and he’d read no more than two pages before deciding it an overblown piece of hyperbole and thrusting it in Sajjad’s hands to show him the kind of nonsense that was being praised as an Indian masterpiece. ‘Virginia Woolf and E. M. Forster at their patronising best. You could write a better book than this.’ But Sajjad loved the novel, and had taken to peppering his conversation with quotations from it in the hope of revealing to James the beauty of its sentences.

 

I can see now how concerned I was about the shadow Forster’s novel would cast over my own. I can smile at my doomed attempts to swat it away by invoking another novel of the Raj from the early twentieth century, with Forster playing the role of champion of that novel (which he really was) rather than the author of his own Raj novel. In James’s and Sajjad’s contrasting responses I was also trying to make a point about different ways of reading depending on one’s own cultural position and attitude towards Empire. Of course it did no good, and when Burnt Shadows was published, the comparisons to A Passage to India made their way to reviews and academic papers, with barely any mention of Ahmed Ali’s quite wonderful novel. Only now can I look back and say, of course Forster rather than Ali was the largest influence on that Delhi section – my argument with A Passage to India was much deeper than my admiration of Twilight in Delhi, and fiction comes out of those deep places.

But some kind of release clearly took place with the writing of Burnt Shadows because after that I didn’t think about A Passage to India for another decade or so, until Karen memes went viral, critiquing white women who use class and race privilege to their own advantage, and a friend of mine said, ‘Adela Quested was the first Karen.’ The line took me all the way back to the Marabar Caves and – this is not a book that spins on plot, so I don’t mind revealing these details for those who remain unaware of them – Adela Quested’s claim to have been attacked in a cave by Dr Aziz. What I didn’t remember at all was how Forster positions the reader when Adela Quested makes that claim: at what point do we realise her accusation is false?

My intention to reread the novel in the light of the ‘Karen’ comment hung around for several years – as is generally the case with my rereading intentions – until the opportunity to write this introduction came along and prodded me into action. And so I returned to A Passage to India, more critical of Empire than I’d been when I first read it, more aware of all the obvious and insidious ways in which racism works, and also by this point a British citizen aware that Empire remained a living presence in the country in which I’d made my home.

I should add, I have never been a reader who approaches a book with the thought that it represents the views of another time and I should accept them as such and not mind. Not minding would require shutting off a part of my brain and that can’t ever be a prerequisite to reading a novel. Instead, I take the view that the best books change as their readers change and as the world changes; light and shadows fall on their pages in new ways, allowing new ways of seeing. Better to argue with a book than to embalm it. And of course there’s nothing wrong with a bit of argument if the company of the book is also a source of pleasure and wisdom and delight. I ask of a book what I ask of people: don’t be perfect, be interesting. A Passage to India has become so much more interesting as I have gotten older.

My arguments with the novel are still there, clustering primarily around the generalisations of the narrative voice and the portrayal of Aziz, who rarely ever manages to be anything other than a child governed by emotions that swing this way and that. (That portrayal is problematic because it dovetails with so much of the narrative voice’s commentary about Indians.) But Forster is magnificent about the English in India, and how profoundly they damage themselves and the Indians with whom they interact when they live by the rules of the Club, which are also the rules of Empire. That is what the incident in the Marabar Caves is all about – not the danger Indians might pose to the English, but the other way round.

If you’ve ever heard about A Passage to India or if, like me, you read it a very long time ago, you probably have in your mind the claim, often repeated, that the novel turns on the question of what really happens in the Marabar Caves. While we never have a clear answer to that question, Forster is careful to make it absolutely clear right away what didn’t happen: Aziz did not attack Adela Quested. We know this even before we know there’s been any kind of attack or alleged attack.

As a novelist, I’m astonished that Forster made this choice. He gives us a lengthy set-up of the world of the English and of the Indians: yes, there is the possibility of closeness between them at an individual level but always within limitations, and beyond that there’s a thick web of misunderstanding and suspicion. It could so easily have been the set-up for a novel in which something terrible happens in the cave: we don’t know what, and must try to come to our own conclusions about whether Adela or Aziz is lying while waiting to see if the novel will give us the answer. But that is not the novel Forster decided to write. There are few things in fiction that move me as much as his refusal to allow us to entertain for an instant the thought of Aziz’s guilt. Instead, he places each one of us on the side of Aziz: there we are ranged with the Indians and Fielding and Mrs Moore, watching in horror as the machinery of Empire turns on an Indian who has dared to attack an Englishwoman. Here, in two sentences, Forster tells us precisely what happens when an alleged attack feeds into pre-existing fear and bigotry: 

 

They [the Englishmen] had started speaking of ‘women and children’ – that phrase that exempts the male from sanity when it has been repeated a few times. Each felt that all he loved best in the world was at stake, demanded revenge, and was filled with a not unpleasing glow.

 

Although the novel never tells us what happened in the cave, it’s a very human response to try to work it out all the same. Our brains were made for narrative, and where there are holes, we try to fill them. Fielding suggests that Adela might have hallucinated, or else there was an attacker who wasn’t Aziz. In Adela’s words this is what happened:

 

‘There was this shadow, or sort of shadow, down the entrance tunnel, bottling me up. It seemed like an age, but I suppose the whole thing can’t have lasted thirty seconds really. I hit at him with the glasses, he pulled me round the cave by the strap, it broke, I escaped, that’s all. He never actually touched me once.’

 

Aziz finds the binoculars with the broken strap when he’s looking for Miss Quested. An important detail because it suggests to me that she really did hit someone who pulled on the strap and broke it. I raise an eyebrow at the many readers – all men in my experience – whose reading of the Marabar Caves incident, even now, is that Adela hallucinated the whole thing. These men have never been a woman alone in an unfamiliar place, who turns to see a man blocking the only exit and doesn’t know his intentions. It is part of Forster’s success as a writer that, if you are open to it, you can step inside Adela’s sense of panic and terror and feel how it continues to live inside her, even while you’re appalled that she’s so quick to identify the ‘shadow’ as Aziz. Some of the finest, most sensitive writing in the book is around Adela Quested’s frame of mind in the days just following ‘the incident’.

But really, the question of ‘what happened in the caves’ is strangely irrelevant to the novel, which actually concerns itself far more with Adela Quested’s accusation than the event (real or imagined) itself. When the court case ends, we are nowhere near done with the novel; if you’re numerically minded, you might be interested to know that almost thirty per cent of the book remains at that point. I remember, when I first read the book, my impatience with the last section, the one entitled ‘Temple’, which takes place several years after the Marabar Caves episode. It seemed to go on endlessly, though the main drama was done, and the characters dispatched into their futures. I would have understood an epilogue of a few pages, but page after page of religious ceremonies and descriptive writing seemed an odd choice for a writer to make. Yet, A Passage to India remains so intriguing in part because of its odd choices. It is not interested in being the novel of ‘what happened, who was guilty, what consequences did everyone face’. But if it isn’t about all these things, what is it really about?

I return to my twenty-year-old self, who loved so much of Forster, and in particular Howards End, with its rallying cry of ‘Only connect’. If there’s a phrase attached to Forster, it’s that one. In the world in which A Passage to India turns one hundred, I don’t entirely trust ‘Only connect’ with its suggestion that the human sympathy between two people can trump any divide. In A Passage to India an older Forster shows us a sadder and more complicated reality. Yes, human sympathy can arise in all kinds of unexpected situations. It’s there between Aziz and Mrs Moore, between Aziz and Fielding, and it’s there between Fielding and Adela. There’s no writer better than Forster at portraying the genuine feelings that are born of the interaction between one human being and another. And yet, that is not the end of the story. We dwell in metaphorical caves and among their echoes. A Passage to India is the novel in which Forster asks: ‘what happens when “Only connect” isn’t enough?’ It seems to me, now, that the novel is most deeply concerned with that question. (If I read it again after another gap of thirty years, I expect to feel quite differently.) On the remarkable final pages of the novel, Fielding’s desire for friendship – friendship that takes into account only the heart and ignores the world in which it beats – is rebuffed. ‘Only connect’ gives way to ‘not yet’. Read ‘not yet’ as you will: to me, in its suggestion of a different tomorrow, it is hope extracted from the very heart of despair.

 

Kamila Shamsie, 2024
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