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Introduction 

To comprehend anything in a better way, it’s important to get into the layers, the depth or 
to look into the soul. When one gets deeper into its subject, they get a grasp of its genesis; 
its source and its reason of formation and henceforth, understand it in a way which 
nobody else can. Culture and tradition go the same way too. To understand the culture, 
traditions and values of a particular nation, one needs to step down into the depth. Every 
country has a culture of its own which is defined by certain values and traditions. It forms 
the structure and foundation of its society. It reminds the people of that particular nation 
about their past, their ancestors, and most importantly, how they became what they are 
today. Bharat’s ‘Bhartiyata’ goes thousand years back. To understand ‘Bharat’, one 
needs to vigorously study its cultural, traditional and literary heritage. The beliefs, the 
myths, the fables, the legends – are all what makes Bharat, Bharat. Several Vedas, 
Puraans, Upanishads, Dharm-Granth and other epics have been backing up Bharat since 
times immemorial. One can understand it in a better way only when he/she experiences it 
first-hand. Skimming through the Epics will not make it any easy for them. What lies 
beneath the ‘Bhartiya’ psychology is something too deep to examine. A foreigner can’t 
understand the real essence of Bharat by looking at it from the outside just as we can’t 
judge someone’s personality by looking at his/her physical appearance. This study aims 
to do the same i.e., to examine the real ‘Bharat’ and to distinguish what’s Bhartiya and 
what’s otherwise using E. M. Forster’s “A Passage to India” and many related ideas.  
 
Aims and Objectives 

Literary journals are like a mouthpiece to a researcher’s feelings, ideas and concepts. 
They have been instrumental to give a glimpse of the society and its culture. This article 
is a small attempt to draw attention towards the fact that what one shows or sees as truth 
may not actually be true. Every theory and every concept has two sides. One who 
watches things from the outside and never tries to look inside will never understand it 
completely. Forster’s portrayal of Bharat in his novel, A Passage to India is nothing but a 
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one-sided view or what we can call his own personal interpretation of the country. He as 
a foreigner never understood the real Bharat and hence presented everything that is 
anything but not Bharat. In his novel, the country looms as something unfathomable, 
undefinable while in reality, there’s a reason or an age-old hidden concept behind 
everything in Bharat. 

This study also aims to bring more clarity on the topic presenting the use of ‘Namaste’ in 
contemporary time like how it was viewed earlier as something not so good by people 
who were not Bhartiya and how it gained relevance in almost the whole world during the 
Covid 19 pandemic when two feet distance became necessary. Its objective is to show 
how you won’t understand the real Bharat unless and until you catch a knack of its 
genesis. Once you get the genesis, you may extract the values of the country. 

Review of Literature 

I P Fassett, a critic for The Criterion (a modernist magazine), complained that Forster’s A 
Passage to India was “all very vague”. In fact, Forster himself said at times that he 
cannot understand Bharat completely, he gave the country an expression of mystery and 
muddle. The more he tries to know about it, the less he understands it. W. S. Armour said 
that they were the toiling riot, whom some call the real Bharat. It was an imperial and 
self-perpetuating commonplace to suggest that Bharat consisted of uneducated villagers, 
grateful for the material benefits of British rule rather than people with nationalist 
ambitions. 

Textual Study  

E. M. Forster came to India for the first time in 1912 and visited the holy city of Ujjain 
which left a huge but hazy impression on his mind. He records his feelings as  

There was no place for anything, and nothing was in its place. There was no time 
either. One confusion enveloped Ujjain and all things. Why differentiate? I asked 
the driver what kind of trees those were, and he answered ‘Trees’; what was the 
name of that bird, and he said ‘Bird’; and the plain, interminable, murmured, ‘Old 
buildings are buildings, ruins are ruins’. 

It was his first encounter with the country and he made an opinion pretty quick. It is said 
that ‘Change is the only constant’ but Forster never actually changed his opinion. The 
confusion that he witnessed in his first visit confused his own mind. He never tried to 
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solve the puzzle. Now from this, we know that Forster never actually tried to learn about 
the real Bharat.  His mind was already filled with prejudice about Bharat with the pre-
conceived notions that he had received from reading and referencing to the early British 
writers and he remained under the umbrella of the same. He never tried to take off his 
coloured glasses (take it as a one-colour tint) of already set perceptions due to which he 
never actually got the chance to explore the other different natural colours. In a letter to 
one of his friend and fellow author, William Plomer, he wrote: 

“I tried to show that India as an unexplainable muddle by introducing an unexplainable 
muddle – Miss Quested experience in the cave” 

So basically, whatever he wrote in the novel is pretty much his own point of view. 
Whatever he is trying to present is his own confusion but not Bharat. He is trying to 
enforce and emphasize all ‘what he thinks’ is true in the novel. Although he was friends 
with an Indian Muslim - Syed Ross Masood, at times we see the Britishers in him rising 
who thinks low of the Bhartiya people and their culture. We see how he already declares 
that there’s nothing extraordinary in the country, tries to present religious caves as 
something which nobody can even imagine and easily manipulates and plays with the 
feelings of the Bhartiya Janta like when Adela accuses Aziz of raping her even when she 
herself was not aware or sure of anything. She hallucinates, runs away and the next thing 
we see is Aziz getting arrested. However, if we come at par with the Bhartiya thought 
process of the time-period when the novel was written, no Bhartiya would dare commit 
such a heinous act at a religious place. The character of Aziz is very much open to the 
readers ever since the beginning of the novel and a reader can very easily understand that 
he’s not that type of a character. Forster has tried to show Bharat and Bhartiyata in a 
wrong light. Aziz invites them for picnic at the Marabar Caves out of courtesy or the 
Bhartiya belief of “Atithi Devo Bhava”. 

Now, even when we talk about the title of the novel, A Passage to India, it only deals 
with ‘A’ passage. It eventually symbolises that the novel deals with an individual’s point 
of view and at the same time, also suggests that there may exist more than one route to 
comprehend India in depth. Forster’s insignificant gesture towards the Indian society and 
its religious beliefs is evident when he puts forward his views that- 

Except for the Marabar Caves – and they are twenty miles off – the city of 
Chandrapore presents nothing extraordinary. Edged rather than washed by the 
river Ganges, it trails for a couple of miles along the bank, scarcely distinguishable 
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from the rubbish it deposits so freely..... The streets are mean, the temples 
ineffective, and though a few fine houses exist they are hidden away in gardens or 
down alleys whose filth deters all but the uninvited guest..... The very wood seems 
made of mud, the inhabitants of mud moving. 

Before letting the readers make an assumption about the place by themselves, he himself 
declares that there’s nothing much here. His sheer negligence towards the holy river 
Ganga which is considered to be a Goddess in the Hindu religion and mythology is quite 
disturbing for the Bhartiya sentiments because the river is much more than just 
extraordinary. Even the representation of temples as something ineffective is 
questionable. He willingly tries to make the readers believe in the ugliness that he’s 
presenting and doesn’t let the control that he has on the plot, shift from him.  

Forster is not much different from the other Britishers in terms of oozing hypocrisy. He 
doesn’t present the political and cultural realities of colonisation, he just beats around the 
bush. However, we can’t deny the fact that he has beautifully presented the co-existence 
of different religions in Bharat. Forster shows the intricate details of each religion 
separately and is himself amazed by how the different pieces (different religions) fit 
together perfectly. While reading the novel, one can feel the diversity present in Bharat. 
But Forster seems to be a little irked with Hinduism, maybe because its manifestations 
are different from Islam and Christianity. Both Islam and Christianity have one God 
(Allah and Christ) and one major holy book (Quran and Bible) while Hinduism seems a 
little too different with more than 33 Crore Gods and Goddesses and too many holy 
books to follow. He finds Hinduism hard to swallow but nevertheless, he respects what it 
preaches. 

But we still can’t overlook his unjustified representation of India as Land of Snakes or 
Land of Elephants. Snakes are worshipped in Hindu and Buddhist religion. It represents 
rebirth, death and mortality. Serpent kings like Vasuki and Sheshnaag are associated with 
Hindu god, Vishnu and Shiva and are considered as great mythological characters. 
Sheshnaag is said to have descended to Earth in the human forms or avatars: Lakshman, 
brother of Vishnu’s avatar Rama during Treta Yuga and Balarama, brother of Vishnu’s 
avatar Krishna during Dvapara Yuga. While Vasuki is considered as King of Nagas and 
has a gem called Nagamani on his head. Vasuki allowed the devas and rakshasas to use 
him as a rope to extract the ambrosia of immortality. Even the elephant is associated with 
Hindu god, Ganesha, whose face resembles an elephant and represents strength, wisdom, 
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divine attributes and royal power as well as Lord Indra (God of Rain) because his vehicle 
named Aerawat is an elephant. Forster, not knowing the mythological and religious 
background finds Indian’s connection with snakes and elephants as meaningless and 
irrational. He finds the co-existence of snakes and humans at one place, unbearable. He 
shows the presence of snakes in the caves as well: “the striking of a match starts a little 
worm coiling....the cave is stuffed with a snake composed of small snakes, which writhe 
independently.” (pp. 147-148) 

Forster tries to present Marabar Caves as India and the snakes and other creatures as the 
superstitions and absence of order present here. When Adela requests during the 
screening of the third act of Cousin Kate that “I want to see the real India”, any common 
reader would believe that she would be taken to some culturally rich heritage place of 
Bharat. Though she’s shown exploring the Marabar Caves in the later parts, Forster’s 
main emphasis is not on Bharatiya culture but rather on snakes and hallucinating and 
dreadful echoes. He seems more interested in presenting Bharat as a country of snake-
charmers. It seems like Forster is trying to show to Adela, his own version of real India. 
A critique on the same is found in the 2007 Indian movie “Namastey London” where 
Akshay Kumar, who plays the role of Arjun Ballu Singh, an Indian man in London says 
“Chaand tak pahuch gaye hum lekin ab bhi aaplogo ko hum hindustaniyo ke haathon 
mein been hi nazar aata hai” (we have reached the moon and back but despite all these 
achievements, you people only think that India is a country of snake-charmers). 

Now, if we focus a little on the echo that Adela and Mrs. Moore heard inside the Marabar 
Caves, we can come up clear with the Om-Boum controversy. Critics had it that this is 
Forster’s way of satirising the Hindu sacred syllable of ‘Om’ as the sound of Boum, Bou-
oum or Ou-boum, the one that they hear inside the cave is very similar to it. Om (Aum) is 
one of the most important spiritual symbols used in Hinduism. It refers to Atman (soul, 
self within) and Brahman (ultimate reality, truth, divine, knowledge). Om/Aum, if broken 
into three represents Creation (A), Manifestation (U) and Destruction (M). It also 
represents the union of the mind, body and the soul. But Forster seems to be detached 
from Hinduism, however great the inner realities be. 

Though Forster is not the only one who mistook Bhartiya traditions and civilizations, 
most of the outsiders feel the same. Even we can feel detached from the culture of the 
west. The character of Gogol from Jhumpa Lahiri’s famous novel, The Namesake 
experiences detachment from the culture of India because he was born and brought up in 
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the western culture. So, what we’re trying to convey here is that the citizen of a particular 
nation understands the country and its values in a better way. Gogol from The Namesake 
is an ABCD – ‘American Born Confused Desi’ who finds it difficult to accept both the 
cultures simultaneously because the east and west are pretty much different. His parents, 
Ashoke and Ashima feel a plethora of different emotions as they miss their country. 
Ashima follows the Bhartiya culture in America like she wears saree and sindoor, 
prepares traditional Bengali food and is mindful of all the advices that she received from 
her elders before shifting to the USA on “not to eat beef or wear skirts or cut off her hair 
or forget her family” (Lahiri 2003: 37). Culture plays an important role in shaping the 
life of an individual. Ashima also feels insecure about raising her son in a completely 
different environment, “a country where she is related to no one, where she knows so 
little, and where life seems so tentative and spare” (Lahiri 2003: 6). 

Bhartiya traditions have been taken lightly always, but it has proved time and again that 
it’s worth it all. The tradition of Namaste is the biggest proof to it. According to the 
Hindu customs, Namaste has a spiritual meaning. When you say Namaste to someone, it 
implies ‘I bow to the divine in you’ (the cultural trip). Earlier, the people from the west 
thought of it as something old-fashioned. They didn’t like joining hands in front of others 
and regarded this form of greeting as something derogatory. They argued that it doesn’t 
promote equality. However, during the present times of the Covid19 pandemic, the same 
Namaskar/ Namaste/ Namaskaram became the most hygienic greeting in the world. It 
was seen adopted and promoted as the contactless greeting by many influential leaders 
and high-profile people like Donald Trump, Prince Charles, Emmanuel Macron, 
Benjamin Netanyahu etc.  

Conclusion 

Keeping in view the aforesaid ideas, we can easily come to a conclusion that it’s pretty 
difficult to comprehend the structure of India because of its diversity. The more one tries 
to get into it, the less one understands. Being an outsider, Forster is not going too deep 
into the cultural diversity of India and he doesn’t really know the inside of one 
community or the other. He accepts the similarities but finds it difficult to overcome the 
differences. If one wants to understand the richness of Bharat’s Bhartiyata, one may refer 
to Mahendra Kapoor’s famous song ‘Hai Preet Jahan Ki Reet’ from the 1970 Indian 
movie, Purab Aur Paschim. This song completely justifies the core meaning of real India.  
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On the whole, we realise that Forster dealt with emotions rather than the country’s 
culture. He is more focused on searching for a possibility of friendship between the 
coloniser and the colonised, despite the apparent differences. Obviously, there’s India in 
‘A Passage to India’ but it is not the India of the Indians, it’s rather that of the British. 
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