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Abstract

“hope even on this side of the grave”?:
Liquid Modernity and the Ethics of Personal Relations in
E.M. Forster’s Howards End

Youngjoo Kim

Sogang University

EM. Forster’s Howards End (1910) was written at a time of democratic debates
over the suffragist campaign for equal rights and parliamentary campaigns for
pensions and unemployment benefits. On the surface, Forster’s novel holds itself
aloof from such issues, but in Howards End Forster addresses with elaboration and
penetration concerns for social vulnerability in the context of the market economy.
Since its publication in 1910, much of the critical discourse surrounding Howards
End has accepted the question of ‘who shall inherit England?’ as a main challenge
that the novel presents and invited the reader to look into the schism within the
British middle class represented by the Wilcoxes embodying an imperial and
capitalist England and the Schlegels an aesthetic and liberal England. Such tendency
among critics is not sufficiently attentive to Forster’s brilliant and comprehensive
social commentary on Edwardian England. This paper proposes to consider the flights
and deaths of Ruth Wilcox and Leonard Bast and to offer a corrective reading to the
previous discussion of the novel that mainly focuses on the cultural tensions between
the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes. It aims to acknowledge Forster’s uncanny sensitivity

to his own times and to examine the ways in which the novel makes a compelling
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argument about rootless cumulative capitalism and social vulnerability caused by the
flux of liquid modernity. Writing at the time of democratic debates over injustices in
the law of economy and the consequent depersonalization, Forster puts into scrutiny
his own liberalist beliefs in personal relations and calls for the ethics of comradeship
in Howards End. The attempts and failures in connecting, as shown in the flights and
deaths of Leonard and Ruth, reveal that Forster’s beliefs in responsiveness to others

are at once sturdy and fragile, thereby making the novel enthralling.

Key Words: modernity, flux, finance capitalism, personal relations, Howards End
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