
 

The confrontation between Leonard Bast and Charles Wilcox in E.M. Forster’s novel, Howards End, 
depicts not only the detrimental end of these two characters but also the exclusion of these characters from 
society.   Their confrontation and their subsequent downfalls show how they are both teetering on the abyss 
because they share similar selfish mindsets in a moral sense. Leonard Bast and Charles Wilcox are two 
characters who possess extreme idealism and extreme pragmatism, respectively.   They are two characters 
who, because of their selfishness, are perpetually excluded by culture.  Their selfishness makes them unable 
to embrace ideas that are different from their own, and as a result, Leonard and Charles fail to ever connect 
and develop a balance between idealism and pragmatism.  Charles can never connect with the idealism and 
intellect of upper class families such as the Schlegels, and Leonard can never connect with the practicality of 
families such as the Wilcoxes.  Culture is, in essence, exclusive to the abyss in terms of the materialistic 
mindset of the abyss.     

In Howards End, intellect and culture is largely (and almost exclusively) characteristic of the upper class.  
Leonard Bast, who is at the very bottom rung of the middle class, with just enough to financially support 
himself, strives to attain the level of intellect that is so distinctive of the upper class by immersing himself in 
various texts by respected authors, such as John Ruskin and Robert Louis Stevenson.  Leonard attempts to 
raise himself to the upper class, and he is under the impression that classic written works of authors such as 
John Ruskin are his instruments of doing so.  He has seen “those Miss Schlegels…do the trick; their hands 
were on the ropes, once and for all”, and he believes that culture will come to him, just as he assumes it 
came to the Schlegel sisters (Forster 42).   

Leonard Bast represents an excess of idealism and a deficiency of pragmatism; he attempts to attain 
culture and knowledge through books, but his understanding of these books is a superficial one, if any.  In 
the novel, Leonard is seen reading John Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice, specifically a section describing the 
religious architecture of Torcello.  Ruskin’s discussion of the architecture of Torcello is a very physical 
description—this physical description reflects Leonard’s “physical” understanding of Ruskin’s (and other 
authors’) works.  He only sees what is on the surface. He reads the words, but he does not quite catch their 
true meaning.  Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice is, in fact, much more than a physical description of 
architecture; Ruskin discusses how the moral character of a society can be ascertained from its artistic 
culture.  However, Leonard only catches the literal descriptions.  He does not catch Ruskin’s diction and 
how it is suggestive of that society’s character, ideals, and culture, how the men who built the Cathedral of 
Torcello “sought for comfort in their religion, for tangible hopes and promises, not for threatenings or 
mysteries” (Ruskin 304).  Leonard only sees Ruskin’s words, but the words have no meaning.   

Leonard’s approach to grasping these texts is not a realistic one.  He does not make an effort to 
understand the texts, but instead, hopes that the attainment of intellect will be much like an epiphany.  He 
concludes that by immersing himself in these textual works, at some point he will somehow receive 
enlightenment, and he will somehow forge his way to the upper class and enjoy all its benefits.  He chooses 
to read these books, not for the books themselves; but in the hopes that “if he kept on with Ruskin, and the 
Queen’s Hall Concerts, and some pictures by Watts, he would one day push his head out of the grey waters 
and see the universe.  He believed in sudden conversion…which is peculiarly attractive to a half-baked 
mind” (Forster 42).  Leonard does not quite realize that intellect is something to be worked for; it requires 
mental exertion and patience.  This is where he is lacking in pragmatism.  He had set goals for himself, but 
his means of attaining these goals is not at all realistic. Consequently, he never reaches them.  He is 
eternally excluded by the very thing he strives to attain because he never learns to appreciate and 
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understand the importance of pragmatism, particularly when it comes to intellect and culture.  He 
unfortunately never reaches a mean between idealism and pragmatism, and thus, is unable to connect and 
be in amiable coexistence with other social classes.   

 Charles Wilcox is a victim of exclusion by culture as well.  Charles is excessively pragmatic and 
deficient in valuing human life.  He believes that everything, including human life, can be compensated for 
with money or some form of material wealth.  Because of the wealthy, luxurious lifestyle in which Charles 
grew up, and because Charles was born into a sort of unnatural distinction due to his family’s wealth, he 
feels a sense of entitlement and believes he can buy his way out of virtually anything.  Upon attacking 
Leonard and learning of his death, Charles is nonchalant and unperturbed—he tells the police that 
Leonard’s death was the result of a heart attack.  He is not at all worried, for he still possesses the idea that 
his wealth can weave his way out of any dire situation, or any trouble he might be in.  Charles has placed far 
too much importance on his material wealth.  He has become dependent on his money for every aspect of 
his life, including human relations.  He places too little value on human relations—relationships, just like 
any other material good, can be bought, can be reimbursed, with money.  Charles’s overly pragmatic 
mindset translates into the sorts of relationships he has with others, including his relationship with his wife, 
Dolly.   

Charles’s opinion of marriage is reflective of the ideas depicted in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Virginibus 
Puerisque, that marriage is “not at all heroic,” and “it certainly narrows and damps the spirits of generous 
men” (Stevenson 309).  The idea of marrying for love is disregarded, even ridiculed.  Love is a word that is 
trite and often misused, and what the word love is actually referring to is a “lukewarm preference” (310).  
Charles does not particularly love his wife, and Dolly is equally vain and selfish.  Their marriage was based 
on what Stevenson claims most marriages are based upon—not love, for one can see that these “happy 
couples…have never been in love, or in hate, or in any other high passion” (310).  To Stevenson, the level 
of emotion that goes into a marriage is comparable to wanting a certain dessert and feeling disappointment 
at seeing it taken by someone else.  This is exactly Charles’s view on marriage and relationships; emotions 
are nonexistent for him.  Charles is sterile and cold, even in situations which cause other characters in the 
novel distress.  When Charles’s carriage runs over the girl’s cat, Margaret is clearly alarmed, yet Charles 
feels no remorse for having killed the cat.  Upon discovering that he had hit an animal, and furthermore, 
finding out it was “only a rotten cat,” Charles simply seeks to comfort Margaret by saying that “the girl will 
receive compensation for it” (Forster 172).  Charles is devoid of any sort of emotion, and he is far too 
pragmatic; as a result, he too is excluded by culture and is too unemotional, stubborn, and selfish to ever 
learn to find a balance between idealism and pragmatism.   

Intellect and culture has been claimed by many characters in Howards End as something unattainable to 
people of the abyss and meant only for people of the upper class, including Leonard, which explains his 
desperate desire to familiarize himself with reputable written works.  However, both Charles and Leonard, 
to an extent, are “teetering on the abyss.”  Leonard, who is actually a part of the lower middle class, is 
bordering on the abyss financially; but he and Charles are also teetering on the abyss in a different way: in a 
moral sense.  Both Leonard and Charles possess a mentality that is very similar to the culture of the abyss 
described by Jack London in his work, The People of the Abyss.  Although Leonard seems initially overly 
idealistic, while Charles is overly pragmatic, these two characters are much more alike in terms of their 
mindsets and morality.  Leonard and Charles share a very materialistic ethos; they place value on material 
wealth and material gain, but not much else.   

Leonard initially appears very idealistic, and not in any way materialistic.  He has a strong desire to attain 
intellect, and he immerses himself in culture.  He despises the practical ways of thinking that are typical of 



people such as the Wilcoxes; when Margaret and Helen Schlegel try to discuss Leonard’s occupation with 
him, he is quickly frustrated and leaves.  However, Leonard is, indeed, materialistic.  What Leonard truly 
wants is not the culture; it is not the intellect.  He does not wish to better himself through learning the 
works of Ruskin or Stevenson.  Leonard only wishes for the material wealth that comes with being a part of 
the upper class.  He is idealistic (and unrealistic) in his approach toward gaining intellect, but his desire to 
achieve that intellect is based on a materialistic reason.  Leonard does not actually like the books he reads; if 
he truly enjoyed these books, he would take the time to understand them.  However, he only attempts at a 
weak, perfunctory understanding of the texts.  As he reads The Stones of Venice, he tries “to form his style on 
Ruskin,” simply because “he understood him to be the greatest master of English Prose” (Forster 41).  He 
merely tries to sound like Ruskin and apply Ruskin’s language to his own life.  He does not care about 
understanding Ruskin; but the idea of writing or speaking like him, of sounding intelligent and 
sophisticated, is very appealing to Leonard because it is so characteristic of the upper class.  What keeps 
Leonard reading these books is his belief that these books will raise him from the lower middle class and 
allow him to make his way to the upper class and enjoy all the advantages that come with it, namely, the 
wealth.   His reasoning is flawed in this instance—but then again, he is quite idealistic.  Aunt Juley, who is 
also a member of the idealistic, intellectual upper class that the Schlegels embody, would typically not enjoy 
the sorts of literary works that Margaret or Helen read.  Margaret and Helen read literary works not 
because it keeps them in the shelter of the upper class, but rather, because they enjoy it; and therefore, they 
are able to fully and completely understand what they read.  Leonard does not comprehend the books he 
reads, nor does he care to; the only importance these books hold for him are a means of getting to the 
upper class and of obtaining material wealth.  What Leonard actually wants is not to be immersed in art and 
culture; it is not to be intellectually enlightened.  All he wants is material wealth, “the content of a full 
belly,” and nothing else (London 321).   

Charles Wilcox, who, in terms of financial wealth, would not typically be characterized as teetering on 
the abyss, is part of the abyss in a moral sense.  Charles is very different from his father, Henry.  Henry, 
although an excessively pragmatic man, is not devoid of emotion.  Although his choices have not always 
been conscientious ones, he still has the ability to acknowledge his mistakes, and he redeems himself by the 
end of the novel.  Henry is still a man of integrity, unlike Charles, whose outlook that his wealth will always 
save him is what leads to his detriment.  Charles, like the materialistic people in the abyss, has been 
weakened by his wealth; he has been reduced to a petty, selfish man, whose only desire is for the temporal.  
His “moral and physical stamina [is] broken,” and he is “devoid of push and go initiative, and actually 
unable…to perform the labour his father did, he is well on the way to the shambles at the bottom of the 
Abyss” (London 322).  The abyss is not restricted to those who are financially destitute, and it does not 
necessarily include only those who are impoverished.  The abyss is a class of its own comprised of those who 
are excessive in their materialism, even though they may not be living in poverty. 

Charles and Leonard, although vastly different financially, are much the same in their similar 
materialistic ideologies.  This materialistic attitude places both of them on the edge of the abyss, so it can 
thus be concluded that culture does exclude those who are teetering on the abyss.  Although both Leonard 
and Charles have different means of avoiding the abyss, their end goals, which are simply materialistic, are 
what inevitably brings them to the abyss.  Leonard’s extreme idealism does not keep him from the abyss, 
nor does Charles’s wealth exempt him.  Neither of them ever learn to “only connect.”  Charles never learns 
to value human life and human relationships, and Leonard never understands practicality and its importance 
in enjoying culture and intellect.  Neither of them ever attain a balance between idealism and pragmatism, 
and therefore, they are excluded by culture.   
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