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THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION :  

Race, Gender and Power in the Modern Novel : A 
Critical Reading of E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India 

 
Abstract: Representation is one of the central ways 
through which literature negotiates power. A novel does 
not simply record a society; it constructs perspectives on 
who belongs, who is excluded, who can speak, and whose 
version of reality becomes authoritative. E. M. Forster’s A 
Passage to India (1924) provides a particularly significant 
site for examining these questions because it is situated 
within the British colonial occupation of India and is 
concerned with friendship, cultural misunderstanding, 
gender, race, religion, sexuality, law and imperial 
authority. The novel follows Dr. Aziz, an Indian Muslim 
physician, and his encounters with Cyril Fielding, Adela 
Quested, Mrs Moore and the Anglo-Indian colonial 
community. The controversial Marabar Caves incident 
exposes the instability of colonial knowledge and the 
unequal power through which Indians and British subjects 
are represented. 

This paper examines the politics of representation 
in A Passage to India through three connected concerns: 
race and colonial difference, gender and the politics of 
looking, and power as an institutional and cultural system. 
It argues that Forster’s novel is critical of British 
imperialism but also marked by the limitations of a liberal 
English perspective. The novel gives considerable 
narrative sympathy to Indian characters, yet it does not 
fully escape the colonial structures of knowledge within 
which it was produced. This tension makes the novel 
particularly valuable for contemporary literary study. The 
paper also considers how Aziz’s representation changes 
according to the gaze of British characters, how Adela’s 
attempt to know India is shaped by imperial expectations, 
how Mrs Moore’s spiritual response unsettles colonial 
certainty, and how the Marabar Caves function as a 
symbolic challenge to the idea that cultures can be 
transparently understood. Ultimately, A Passage to India 
demonstrates that representation is never politically 
neutral: the power to name, classify, interpret and judge is 
inseparable from the power to rule. 
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1. Introduction: Literature, Power and the Problem of Seeing : The politics of representation 
begins with a deceptively simple question: who gets to decide what another person, culture or 
community means? Literature appears to offer access to other lives, but that access is never 
completely innocent. A narrator selects details. A character looks at another character and 
interprets what is seen. A culture is described from a particular historical position. A social 
group may be represented as rational, irrational, civilised, primitive, respectable, threatening, 
desirable or inferior. These descriptions can seem natural because they are repeated, but 
repetition does not make them neutral. 

The modern novel is especially important to this problem because it emerged 
alongside major transformations in empire, industrial society, gender relations and national 
identity. The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw European imperial powers exercise 
political control over large parts of Asia and Africa while simultaneously producing cultural 
narratives about the peoples they ruled. The colonial novel therefore occupies an unstable 
position. It may criticise imperialism, but it can also reproduce assumptions about the 
colonised world. It may create sympathetic colonial subjects while still making a European 
consciousness the framework through which those subjects become visible. 

E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India is an exemplary text for studying this 
contradiction. Published in 1924, the novel is set in British India and explores the 
possibility—and ultimate difficulty—of friendship across colonial divisions. Its major 
characters encounter one another through a social system in which British political authority 
is already established. Indians do not meet the British on equal institutional ground. Even 
apparently private relationships are shaped by the colonial structure surrounding them. 

The novel’s central relationship between Dr. Aziz and Cyril Fielding initially seems 
to suggest that personal friendship can overcome political division. Yet the narrative 
repeatedly demonstrates that friendship cannot exist independently of history. The British 
characters possess institutional privilege; Aziz knows that his actions may be interpreted 
through racial stereotypes; Adela’s accusation produces consequences far beyond her 
personal intentions; and the legal system itself is embedded in the colonial order. 

This paper argues that A Passage to India should be read neither as a straightforward 
anti-colonial text nor as an uncomplicated colonial novel. Its significance lies precisely in its 
tension. Forster exposes the arrogance and violence of British imperialism while 
simultaneously revealing the difficulty of representing India from within an English literary 
and cultural framework. The novel's politics are therefore located not only in its themes but 
also in its narrative uncertainties, symbolic structures and competing perspectives. 

By examining race, gender and power together, this paper seeks to show how 
representation operates at several levels. Race determines how bodies are read. Gender 
determines who may speak, travel, desire and judge. Power determines which interpretations 
become official. The novel’s enduring relevance lies in its demonstration that cultural 
misunderstanding is not merely a failure of communication; under unequal political 
conditions, misunderstanding can become a form of domination. 
2. Theoretical Framework: Representation and the Colonial Gaze : The concept of 
representation has become central to modern literary and cultural studies because meaning is 
not simply discovered in the world; it is produced through language, images, institutions and 
narratives. Stuart Hall’s work on representation emphasises that cultural meanings are 
constructed through systems of signification. What appears to be a natural description of a 
person or culture may therefore be the result of historical conventions. 

Postcolonial theory extends this argument by examining the relationship between 
knowledge and imperial power. Edward Said’s Orientalism is particularly relevant to A 
Passage to India. Said argues that Western representations of the “Orient” frequently 
construct the East as an opposite to the West: mysterious rather than rational, emotional 
rather than intellectual, timeless rather than modern. Such representations are not merely 
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literary stereotypes. They participate in a wider structure of knowledge that can make 
colonial rule appear necessary or legitimate. 

Forster’s novel repeatedly stages this problem. The Anglo-Indian community has 
established ideas about Indians before individual encounters occur. Indians are often expected 
to be dishonest, excessively emotional, servile or dangerous. The British characters therefore 
do not encounter Aziz in an empty interpretive space. They encounter him through pre-
existing racial assumptions. 

At the same time, Forster’s narrative is more complicated than a simple reproduction 
of Orientalist stereotypes. Aziz is presented with considerable individuality. He is emotional, 
humorous, proud, generous and impulsive. Fielding respects him as a friend rather than 
reducing him to a racial type. The novel also exposes the absurdity of colonial prejudice by 
showing British characters behaving with arrogance and irrationality. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s discussion of representation is also useful because it 
distinguishes between representing someone politically and representing someone in 
discourse. The question is not simply whether Indians appear in the novel; it is whether they 
possess meaningful control over the meanings assigned to them. A Passage to India gives 
Aziz a voice, but the narrative remains shaped by a European author writing for an English-
speaking literary culture. This creates a productive tension between sympathy and authority. 

Feminist theories of the gaze and intersectionality further broaden the analysis. 
Gender does not operate separately from race. Adela’s position as an Englishwoman gives 
her racial privilege within colonial India, even while her gender places limits on her authority 
within British society. Indian women experience another combination of restrictions. The 
novel therefore demonstrates that identities are relational: the same person can be privileged 
in one context and constrained in another. 

The theoretical framework of this paper consequently treats representation as a form 
of power. To represent is to select, classify and interpret. To control interpretation is often to 
control social meaning. A Passage to India becomes politically significant because it 
repeatedly shows characters struggling over who has the right to define what has happened. 
3. Dr Aziz: From Individual to Racial Symbol : Dr Aziz is perhaps the most important 
character for understanding the politics of racial representation. He is introduced as an 
individual, but the colonial environment repeatedly transforms him into a representative of 
“the Indian.” His personal actions are interpreted through racial expectations. 

Aziz’s emotional nature is central to his characterisation. He is generous and 
affectionate but also impulsive and sensitive to insult. His pride is easily wounded because he 
is aware of the racial hierarchy surrounding him. A minor act of British condescension can 
therefore carry a larger historical meaning. 

His relationship with Fielding initially offers an alternative. Fielding does not treat 
Aziz according to the standard colonial stereotype. He appreciates his intelligence and 
humour. Their friendship suggests that individual knowledge can disrupt collective prejudice. 

Yet the novel also shows the limits of individual friendship. Fielding remains British, 
and Aziz remains Indian. Their relationship cannot erase the colonial structure that surrounds 
them. When the crisis occurs, Fielding’s commitment is tested against the pressure of British 
solidarity. 

Aziz’s transformation after the trial is therefore significant. He becomes increasingly 
politically conscious and distrustful of the British. His later attitude suggests that personal 
affection cannot permanently survive a political system based on inequality. 

The character’s development can be read as a movement from individual identity 
towards political consciousness. At first, Aziz seeks recognition as a person. Gradually, he 
recognises that the colonial system will continue to classify him through race and nationality. 

His story therefore illustrates a central principle of representation: identity is partly 
produced by the gaze of others. Aziz may understand himself as a doctor, father, friend and 
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poet, but colonial society repeatedly reads him as an Indian subject. The struggle is not only 
over how others see him but over whether he can define himself outside that gaze. 

Forster complicates the issue by giving Aziz considerable narrative space and 
emotional depth. He is not simply an object of Western observation. Nevertheless, the novel’s 
ultimate narrative authority remains that of an English writer. This unresolved tension is 
precisely why Aziz is such a productive figure for postcolonial criticism. 
4. Race and the Construction of the “Indian Character” : The racial politics of A Passage 
to India operate through generalisation. British colonial characters repeatedly speak about 
Indians as if they share a single psychological nature. The individual disappears behind the 
category. 

This is a familiar mechanism of racial representation. If a population is imagined as 
essentially emotional, dishonest or irrational, individual actions can be interpreted as 
confirmation of the stereotype. The stereotype becomes difficult to disprove because 
contradictory evidence is ignored or reclassified. 

Forster exposes this circular logic through the Anglo-Indian community. The British 
often expect Indians to behave according to the characteristics they have already assigned to 
them. When an Indian behaves with anger, the anger is treated as proof of Indian 
temperament rather than as a reasonable response to discrimination. 
The colonial gaze therefore has a self-confirming structure. 

The representation of English characters is also important. Forster does not portray 
the British as uniformly rational. Many of the most unreasonable reactions in the novel 
belong to the colonial authorities. Their response to the alleged attack demonstrates how 
quickly racial fear can override evidence. 

The racialisation of Aziz reaches its most dangerous point during the trial. The 
question is no longer simply what one man may or may not have done. Aziz becomes a 
symbolic figure through whom British anxieties about colonial authority are expressed. 

This demonstrates how representation can create collective punishment. An individual 
is made to carry the imagined characteristics of an entire population. 

The novel also reveals how language participates in this process. Words such as 
“native” and the social distinction between English and Indian reinforce a hierarchy in which 
British identity appears normative while Indian identity becomes marked as different. 

Such linguistic distinctions may seem minor, but they are part of the infrastructure of 
colonial power. A society does not need to announce its hierarchy every day if its language 
already assumes it. 

Forster’s critical achievement is to make this linguistic and psychological structure 
visible. His novel asks readers to notice not only overt racism but also the everyday 
assumptions through which racial difference becomes normal. 
5. Gender and the Politics of the Colonial Gaze : Gender adds another dimension to the 
politics of representation. A Passage to India includes several women whose experiences 
reveal how colonial and patriarchal power interact. 

Adela Quested arrives in India intending to see the “real India.” Her desire appears 
progressive because she wishes to move beyond the artificial world of the British colonial 
community. Yet the language of “seeing the real India” itself carries a problem: India 
becomes an object to be discovered by an English observer. 

Adela’s gaze is therefore simultaneously gendered and colonial. She is a woman who 
lacks full authority within British society, but she possesses racial and imperial privilege in 
India. Her position allows her to question some British assumptions while still benefiting 
from the colonial structure. 

This contradiction becomes crucial during the Marabar Caves episode. Adela enters 
the caves with an expectation of cultural discovery, but the experience destabilises her. The 
mysterious echo undermines the categories through which she has tried to understand India. 
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Her accusation against Aziz must also be read through the politics of gender. The 
colonial society is prepared to believe that an Englishwoman may be endangered by an Indian 
man. The racial and gendered stereotypes reinforce each other. Aziz is represented as a 
potential sexual threat because he is Indian; Adela is represented as vulnerable because she is 
English and female. 

The speed with which the British community accepts the accusation demonstrates the 
power of narrative before evidence. Once the story becomes “an Englishwoman has been 
attacked by an Indian,” the social meaning of the event seems already determined. 

Mrs Moore provides a contrasting form of female perception. Her response to Aziz is 
more open and humane, and her experience in the caves becomes a spiritual crisis. She 
recognises something in India that cannot be comfortably translated into British categories. 

Yet Mrs Moore is not simply a perfect anti-colonial figure. Her withdrawal from the 
situation shows the psychological limits of her ability to confront the colonial system. She 
sees the emptiness beneath the claims of moral superiority, but she cannot transform the 
institution around her. 

The female characters therefore complicate the novel’s politics. Gender does not 
automatically produce sympathy for the colonised. An Englishwoman can be oppressed by 
patriarchy and privileged by empire at the same time. 

This intersection is crucial. It prevents us from treating “women” or “Indians” as 
homogeneous categories. Adela’s social location is different from that of an Indian woman, 
and Mrs Moore’s spiritual discomfort does not erase her position within the colonial order. 
6. Adela Quested and the Politics of Looking : Adela is one of the most intriguing 
characters because her desire to understand India is both sincere and limited. She wants 
authenticity, but her desire to discover the “real” country places her in the position of a tourist 
or observer. 

The politics of looking involves more than seeing. The person who looks often 
assumes the authority to interpret what is seen. Adela expects India to reveal itself to her, but 
the Marabar Caves refuse that expectation. 

The caves are significant because they do not provide a stable cultural meaning. The 
famous echo reduces different sounds to something indistinguishable. Adela’s categories 
collapse. What she experiences cannot easily be organised into the rational framework she 
has brought with her. 

This symbolic failure is politically important. Colonialism depends partly on 
knowledge: mapping, classifying, naming and explaining the colonised world. The Marabar 
Caves resist this process. They cannot be mastered through interpretation. 

Adela’s crisis therefore represents a crisis of colonial knowledge. 
At the same time, the novel does not simply blame her. Her uncertainty reflects the 

limitations of cultural encounter under unequal conditions. She is searching for a truth that 
the colonial structure itself makes difficult to find. 

Her accusation is catastrophic partly because the British community is ready to 
interpret uncertainty through racial fear. The incident shows how individual confusion can 
become political when it enters an unequal institutional system. 

Adela’s later withdrawal of the accusation is therefore significant, but it does not 
erase the damage. The event has already revealed how quickly colonial society converts 
suspicion into racial solidarity. 

The character demonstrates that representation is not only about deliberate prejudice. 
People can participate in systems of power even when they do not intend to do so. Adela’s 
attempt to understand India is shaped by assumptions she does not fully recognise. 

This makes her a particularly modern figure: someone who wants cultural 
understanding but must confront the limits of her own perspective. 
8. The Marabar Caves: Space, Silence and the Collapse of Meaning : The Marabar Caves 
are the novel’s most important symbolic setting. Their significance lies partly in their refusal 
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to offer a stable interpretation. They are ancient, enclosed and apparently indifferent to 
human categories. 
For a colonial narrative, this is deeply unsettling. Empire often represents itself through the 
production of knowledge. The colonised territory is mapped, classified, named and 
administered. The caves resist such classification. 

The echo is especially significant. Whatever sound enters the cave returns in altered 
form. Meaning is repeated without remaining identical. A word becomes another sound. A 
statement loses its original intention. 

This can be read as a metaphor for representation itself. When one culture attempts to 
represent another, the meaning may return altered. The observer cannot guarantee that the 
observed will remain within the categories assigned to it. 

The caves also disrupt the relationship between appearance and truth. Adela believes 
she is looking for cultural truth, but the caves give her uncertainty. What she experiences 
cannot be securely translated into language. 

The political implication is that India cannot be fully possessed through British 
categories of knowledge. 

The caves are therefore not simply mysterious scenery. They represent the limits of 
interpretation. They challenge the confidence that one culture can fully know another. 

Their darkness also destabilises the politics of visibility. The colonial gaze assumes 
that what is visible can be classified, but the caves create a space where vision fails. What 
cannot be seen cannot easily be controlled. 

This is one reason the Marabar episode remains central to readings of the novel. It 
transforms a social encounter into a philosophical crisis about knowledge, identity and the 
limits of representation. 
9. The Trial: Law as an Instrument of Colonial Power : The trial following the Marabar 
incident demonstrates how representation becomes institutional power. Once Aziz is accused, 
the question is no longer simply whether he is guilty. The case becomes a test of colonial 
authority. 

The British community responds collectively because the accusation threatens their 
sense of security. The alleged attack becomes symbolic of a larger fear that Indian men may 
challenge the safety and superiority of British women. 

The legal process therefore takes place within a political environment already shaped 
by racial inequality. Although the courtroom appears to be a rational institution, the emotions 
surrounding it reveal how deeply colonial assumptions have entered the system. 

The trial illustrates the difference between formal justice and social justice. A legal 
institution may claim neutrality, but its participants do not enter without histories, stereotypes 
and unequal social positions. 

For Aziz, the accusation is particularly dangerous because he knows that his identity 
as an Indian makes him vulnerable. The British can imagine the case as an attack upon 
English womanhood; Aziz experiences it as an attack upon his personhood and dignity. 

The courtroom thus becomes a theatre of representation. Each side attempts to 
construct a story. The British authorities want a story of English vulnerability and Indian 
threat. The defence seeks to challenge that narrative. Adela’s withdrawal destabilises the 
prosecution’s version, but the damage to Aziz’s reputation and trust remains. 

This episode demonstrates that power is often exercised through stories before it is 
exercised through punishment. If the dominant story becomes accepted, institutional action 
follows. 

The novel therefore asks readers to question the apparent objectivity of institutions. 
Law does not operate in a vacuum. It operates within society, and society is already 
structured by power. 
10. Gender, Race and Intersectionality : A Passage to India demonstrates that race and 
gender cannot be separated. Adela’s position shows how a woman can be disadvantaged by 
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patriarchy while privileged by empire. Aziz’s position shows how masculinity does not 
protect an Indian man from racial subordination. Mrs Moore possesses social authority as an 
older English woman but remains constrained by the expectations surrounding imperial 
femininity. 

The concept of intersectionality is useful here because it prevents us from treating 
categories such as “woman” or “Indian” as homogeneous. Power is relational. A British 
woman and an Indian woman do not occupy the same social position, even though both may 
experience patriarchy. Similarly, an Indian male doctor may possess education and 
professional status but remain politically subordinate to a less educated British official. 

The novel’s treatment of sexuality is also shaped by these intersections. The 
accusation against Aziz is powerful because it combines racial stereotypes with fears about 
sexual danger. The imagined Indian male body becomes threatening to the white female 
body. 

This dynamic has a long history in colonial discourse. Colonial regimes often 
represented colonised men as simultaneously weak and dangerous—uncivilised enough to 
require control but potentially threatening enough to justify surveillance. 

Forster exposes this contradiction by making the accusation uncertain and by 
revealing the reactions of the British community. The issue is not simply whether Aziz is 
innocent. It is why the British are so ready to imagine his guilt. 

The politics of representation therefore operates through gendered racial fantasies. 
Bodies are read through cultural stories before individuals are known. 

This remains relevant to modern discussions of media representation, where racialised 
and gendered stereotypes continue to influence perceptions of crime, sexuality, respectability 
and danger. 
11. Critical Evaluation: Forster’s Strengths and Limitations : A critical reading must 
recognise both what Forster achieves and what remains unresolved. The novel is clearly 
critical of British colonial arrogance. It exposes racial prejudice, institutional inequality and 
the emotional damage produced by empire. Its sympathy for Aziz and its scepticism towards 
the Anglo-Indian community are unmistakable. 

However, the novel does not offer a fully Indian perspective. The representation of 
Indian society is often mediated through British characters or through an English author’s 
imagination. Indian women receive comparatively little narrative space, and the complex 
internal diversity of Indian communities cannot be fully developed within the novel’s 
structure. 

The representation of India also sometimes moves towards symbolic abstraction. The 
country becomes associated with mystery, spirituality, disorder and the unknowable. 
Although this challenges Western certainty, it can also reproduce a familiar Orientalist image 
of India as fundamentally mysterious. 

This ambiguity should not be ignored. A text can criticise colonialism while still 
participating in some of the cultural patterns produced by colonial discourse. 

The value of A Passage to India therefore lies not in its perfection but in its 
contradictions. It gives readers a text in which the desire for cross-cultural understanding 
collides with the limits of representation. 

Its most important lesson may be that sympathy alone is not enough. A writer may 
care deeply about another culture and still represent that culture through inherited 
assumptions. Genuine cultural understanding requires attention to history, power, language 
and the right of people to define themselves. 

This critical awareness allows contemporary readers to appreciate Forster without 
treating the novel as the final word on India or colonialism. 
12. Conclusion: Representation as a Struggle Over Meaning : The politics of 
representation in A Passage to India is ultimately a struggle over who has the authority to 
define reality. The novel presents a colonial society in which British power shapes not only 
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law and administration but also perception. Indians are represented through racial 
stereotypes; British women are represented through ideals of vulnerability and respectability; 
Indian men are subjected to racialised suspicion; and personal relationships are interpreted 
through the political structure of empire. 

Dr Aziz’s story demonstrates the danger of being transformed from an individual into 
a racial symbol. Adela’s story shows how the gaze of the observer is shaped by cultural 
assumptions. Mrs Moore’s crisis exposes the instability of colonial certainty. Fielding’s 
friendship with Aziz demonstrates both the possibility and the limitation of liberal humanism. 
The Marabar Caves challenge the idea that another culture can be completely known through 
external categories. The trial reveals how representation can become institutional power. 

Race, gender and power therefore intersect throughout the novel. A British woman 
may be constrained by patriarchy while benefiting from imperial privilege. An Indian man 
may possess education and professional status while remaining politically subordinate. An 
individual may reject prejudice and still participate in an unequal structure. 

Forster’s greatest achievement is to make these contradictions visible. His greatest 
limitation is that the novel cannot entirely escape the cultural framework from which it 
emerges. That tension is precisely what makes it valuable for contemporary literary criticism. 

The modern politics of representation requires more than asking whether a writer is 
sympathetic to marginalised people. It requires asking who controls the narrative, which 
perspectives are centred, what assumptions structure the language, and whether the 
represented subjects are allowed genuine complexity. 

A Passage to India remains important because it teaches readers to question the 
apparent neutrality of seeing. To look at another culture is already to occupy a position. To 
describe it is to exercise interpretive power. To classify it is to risk turning difference into 
hierarchy. 

The novel ultimately leaves us with a difficult but productive insight: understanding 
another person or culture is not simply a matter of gathering more information. It requires 
recognising the power relations that shape the encounter itself. 
Representation, then, is never merely about images. 
It is about authority. 
It is about voice. 
It is about the right to define. 
And in a world still shaped by racial stereotypes, gendered assumptions, cultural hierarchies 
and unequal institutions, the question that Forster’s novel leaves behind remains urgent: 
Who gets to tell the story—and who gets to decide whether that story is believed? 
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