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HOWARDS END BY EM FORSTER: A TIMELESS EXPLORATION OF CLASS,
CONNECTION, AND THE HUMAN CONDITION

Few novels capture the tension between social progress and personal relationships with the grace
and insight found in Howards End by Em Forster. Published in 1910, this masterpiece of early
twentieth-century fiction remains a powerful commentary on the shifting social landscape of
Edwardian England. Forster weaves a tale of two families, the intellectual Schlegels and the
pragmatic Wilcoxes, whose lives collide over a country house named Howards End. But the novel is
far more than a story of property disputes; it is a meditation on the necessity of human connection
across class divides, the soul-crushing nature of modernity, and the enduring search for belonging.
In this article, we will explore the characters, themes, and lasting legacy of Howards End by Em
Forster, offering a comprehensive guide for readers old and new.

The Author: E.M. Forster and His World

Edward Morgan Forster (1879-1970) was an English novelist, essayist, and social critic. He belonged
to the Bloomsbury Group, a circle of intellectuals who championed individualism, aestheticism, and
progressive social thought. His works often critique the rigid class system and the emotional
repression of British society. Howards End by Em Forster stands as his most ambitious social
novel, combining a nuanced plot with profound philosophical questions. Forster's own
experiences—his education at Cambridge, his travels in Italy and India, and his liberal
humanism—deeply inform the novel’s tone and message.

PLOT OVERVIEW: THE INTERSECTION OF TWO WORLDS

The story revolves around three families: the educated, idealistic Schlegel sisters (Margaret and
Helen), the wealthy but emotionally reserved Wilcoxes (Henry, Ruth, and their children), and the
struggling lower-middle-class clerk Leonard Bast and his wife Jacky. Margaret Schlegel befriends
Ruth Wilcox, the matriarch of the Wilcox family, who, before her death, informally bequeaths her
beloved country house, Howards End, to Margaret. However, the Wilcox family hides this wish.
Margaret eventually marries Henry Wilcox, a widower, and attempts to bridge the gap between the
Schlegel’s world of art and ideas and the Wilcox’s world of business and practicality.

Meanwhile, Helen Schlegel becomes involved with Leonard Bast, a poor but aspiring young man
whose life is disastrously affected by Henry Wilcox’s casual financial advice. The plot takes a tragic
turn when Leonard, after a series of misunderstandings, dies at Howards End, leaving a child by

Helen. In the end, Margaret inherits Howards End and envisions a future in which the child—symbolic
of a new, connected generation—will inherit the house and its ideals. The novel’s final message is
encapsulated in its famous epigraph: “Only connect.”

MAJOR CHARACTERS: THE FACES OF CONNECTION AND DIVISION

Margaret Schlegel: The Bridge Builder

Margaret is the novel’s moral center. She is intelligent, compassionate, and deeply committed to the
idea of personal relationships. Unlike her sister Helen’s passion or the Wilcoxes' practicality,
Margaret seeks synthesis—a way to unite the inner life of the mind with the outer life of action. She
marries Henry Wilcox not out of blind love but out of a belief that connection is possible across
differences. Through Margaret, Forster argues that “only connect the prose and the passion,” a line
that has become one of the most quoted in English literature. In Howards End by Em Forster,
Margaret embodies the possibility of reconciliation between opposing forces.

Henry Wilcox: The Man of Business

Henry Wilcox represents the conservative, patriarchal, and materialistic side of Edwardian England.
He is a successful businessman who values order, efficiency, and social hierarchy. Yet he is not a
villain; Forster shows him as a product of his upbringing—emotionally stunted, unable to express
genuine feeling, and tragically blind to the suffering he causes. Henry’s affair with Jacky Bast, which
he tries to hide, and his cruel indifference to Leonard’s plight reveal the moral bankruptcy of a life
lived entirely through “telegrams and anger.” Henry's eventual breakdown and Margaret’s
forgiveness illustrate Forster’s belief in the redemptive power of connection.

Helen Schlegel: The Idealist

Helen is impulsive, passionate, and fiercely idealistic. She is drawn to Leonard Bast as a
representative of the “real” world of poverty and struggle. However, her attempts to help him are
misguided and ultimately catastrophic. Helen’s journey in Howards End by Em Forster is one of
learning the limits of abstract idealism—discovering that good intentions without practical
understanding can destroy lives. Her pregnancy and her child by Leonard become the novel’s
symbol of a new, hybrid future that might overcome the divisions of class.
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Leonard Bast: The Tragic Figure

Leonard is a clerk with aspirations to culture and self-improvement. He reads Ruskin, attends
concerts, and desperately tries to lift himself out of poverty. Yet he is crushed by a society that
offers no real chance for upward mobility. Henry Wilcox’s careless advice causes him to leave a
secure job and fall into destitution. Leonard’s death, caused by a heart attack after being attacked
by Charles Wilcox, is the novel’s central tragedy. He represents the human cost of a class system
that values property over people. Forster uses Leonard to show that “panic and emptiness”
accompany the life of the urban poor, and that genuine connection across class is nearly impossible
under the existing social order.

THEMATIC DEPTH: THE HEART OF THE NOVEL

“Only Connect”: The Imperative of Human
Relationships

The most famous theme in Howards End by Em Forster is the need to “connect” in all senses: the
connection between the inner and outer life, between head and heart, between the wealthy and the
poor, between the country and the city. The epigraph “Only connect” is both a plea and a warning.
Forster believed that modern society had fragmented human experience, and that to be fully human
one must bridge the gaps. The novel dramatizes the disastrous consequences of failed
connections—as seen in Leonard’s death—and the tentative hope of successful ones, such as
Margaret’'s eventual marriage to Henry and her custody of Howards End.

Class Struggle and Social Responsibility

Forster was acutely aware of the growing chasm between the rich and the poor in early twentieth-
century England. The Schlegels represent the liberal intelligentsia, who have ideas but little practical
impact; the Wilcoxes, the capitalist class, who have power but no soul; and the Basts, the working
poor, who are voiceless and exploited. The novel asks uncomfortable questions: Can charity ever be
enough? Do the educated classes have a responsibility to the poor? Forster does not offer easy
answers, but his criticism of the Wilcoxes’ callousness and the Schlegels’ well-meaning but
ineffective idealism suggests that only when property (the house) is placed in the hands of a woman
of feeling (Margaret) can true connection begin.

Inheritance and the Meaning of Home

Howards End itself is a powerful symbol. It is not merely a country house but a repository of
memory, tradition, and natural life. Ruth Wilcox, the original owner, is deeply attached to it. After
her death, the house becomes a battleground for different visions of society: the Wilcoxes see it as
property to be managed; the Schlegels see it as a home to be cherished. Margaret’s eventual
inheritance—confirmed against the Wilcoxes’ wishes—represents the triumph of spiritual values over
economic ones. The final scene, with Helen’s child playing in the meadow, suggests that the house
will be a place where the new generation can grow up free from the divisions of the past.

Gender and Power

The novel is also a critique of Edwardian patriarchy. Women like Ruth Wilcox and Margaret Schlegel
have intelligence and emotional depth, but they are often marginalized by men like Henry Wilcox.
Ruth’s dying wish to leave Howards End to Margaret is ignored because it was not legally recorded.
Margaret, though she marries Henry, must carefully navigate his arrogance and infidelity. Forster
shows that “connection” cannot happen without equality between the sexes. The novel’s
resolution—Margaret ultimately controlling the house and influencing the future—suggests a
progressive vision of female agency.

LITERARY STYLE AND SYMBOLISM

The Prose of Connection and
Disconnection

Forster’s style in Howards End by Em Forster is both lyrical and direct. He uses a third-person
omniscient narrator who moves freely between characters’ inner lives. His prose is famous for its
epigrammatic quality: “Only connect,” “We are not concerned with the very poor,” and “The poor
cannot always reach those whom they want to love.” Forster employs irony, especially when
describing the Wilcoxes' self-satisfied ignorance. The novel’s pacing is deliberate, building tension
towards the tragic climax.

Key Symbols

 Howards End (the house): Represents tradition, nature, continuity, and the spiritual home.
It is the opposite of the modern, urban world symbolized by the Wilcoxes’ London house.

e The Wych EIm (the tree): A symbol of rootedness and the passage of time, the tree is the
oldest living thing at Howards End, connecting the present to the past.
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* Motorcars and telegrams: Symbols of modern speed and emotional detachment. The
Wilcoxes’ reliance on machines reflects their inability to connect on a human level.

e Books and music: The Schlegels’ world is filled with culture; the piano and concerts
represent the inner life that the Wilcoxes lack.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

Published in 1910, Howards End by Em Forster appears on the eve of World War |, a period of
profound social upheaval. The suffragette movement was gaining strength; class tensions were
rising; and the decline of the landed gentry was giving way to a new plutocracy. Forster captured
the anxieties of an era in which old certainties were crumbling. The novel’s concern with
inheritance—both of property and of values—resonates with a society questioning what should be
preserved and what must change. Forster’s own liberal humanism, with its faith in personal decency
and rational connection, would later be challenged by the horrors of the war, making Howards End
by Em Forster a kind of last testament to an optimistic age.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Upon its release, Howards End by Em Forster was praised for its craftsmanship and depth. The
Times Literary Supplement called it “a novel of brilliant and delicate workmanship.” It solidified

Forster’s reputation as a major novelist. In the 20th century, the novel was adapted into a highly
acclaimed 1992 film directed by James Ivory, starring Emma Thompson (who won an Oscar for her
role as Margaret), Anthony Hopkins, and Helena Bonham Carter. The film introduced the novel to a
new generation. Today, Howards End by Em Forster is studied in literature courses worldwide for
its themes, its elegant prose, and its relevance to ongoing debates about class, gender, and
community.

WHY READ HOWARDS END TODAY?

In an age of digital disconnection, political polarization, and widening inequality, Forster’s call to
“only connect” feels more urgent than ever. The novel challenges us to look beyond our own
comfortable circles, to recognize the humanity of those different from us, and to create
spaces—literal and metaphorical—where connection can flourish. Howards End by Em Forster is
not a nostalgic escape; it is a mirror held up to the challenges of modern life. Whether you are a
first-time reader or returning to Forster’s masterpiece, this novel offers a profound meditation on
what it means to live a full and connected life.

CONCLUSION
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