
HELEN'S FEMINISM AND
HOMOSEXUALISM IN FORSTER'S

HOWARDS END
P OT FLA Vi A GlSELE SARETTA

In Fors t er ' s Howa r ds End we pe rceive t hat t he auth or

trea ts t he ch a r ac t er s eit her putting lit t le emphas is on the se ~ ­

s ua l , ~e\ u al a sp ect s of the ir r e lation ships with o ther peop l e ,

or t hat t he cha r ac t e rs a re no t conc erne d wi t h s e x , t ha t the y a re

as ex ua l

By bri ngin g ex amples f r om t he nove l we wi ll tr y t o co r ­

rob o ra t e t he s t a teme nt ab ov e . Mor e s pec if i ca l l y , we will tr y to

tra ce a par a l l e l bet ween fe min ism a nd homos e xua l ism a nd s how

their c lose sim i l ar i t i e s a nd i mpl i cati ons by s t udy i ng Helen .

The re ader i s fi rs t introdu ce d t o Hel en at the mo -

me n t s he f a lls in l o ve with Pau l. Lat e r on she wi ll und e r s tn nd

be t te r t h i s e p iso de in her l i f e a nd see it a s a conseque nce o f

th e c i r c ums t ance s , for the r e were a ll t he cond i t i ons fo r he r to

fa l l i n lo ve : "And a l l t ha t s he t hough t o r d i d or br eathed " a s

a qu iet pre pa ra tio n for Pau l. Pau l was i nev i t a bl e . Char l e s wa s

t aken up wi th a no t her g ir l , Mr. Wi l cox was so o l d , Evie so young ,

Mrs. Wi lc ox s o d i f fe re nt. Round th e abs e n t b ro t her s he be gan t o
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t hrow t he halo of Rom ance , t u ir r adi at e h i m wi t h a l l th e

dour o f t hos e ha ppy day s , t o f e e l th at i n h i m s he s hou l d

nea r e st t o th e robu s t id eal . . . . 1" He l en wa s a d r e amer for a

s p le n-

d r aw

few

day s bu t woke up f o r r eali t y on t ime. She go t di s ill usi one d w i t h

Paul ..ind me n i n gene ra l. He r in s i gh t ma ke s her consc ious of worn..m ' s

an d ma n ' s rol e i n th e Wil c ox f ami ly a nd in soc ie ty i n ge n ­

eral . Fr om th i s momen t on s he i s disap poi n te d wi th men a nd s t a rts

looking fo r so me t h i ng d i ffe re n t for her . Durin g the conc e r t when

s he s ees gobl ins and el ephant s on t he stage we le arn t ha t s he

f a c es life in a very ide al i sti c way, "The y mer el y obs e r ved i n

pa s s in g th at there wa s no s uc h t hi ng as s p l e ndour o r heroi sm in

th e wor ld . . . He le n cou l d no t co n t r ad i c t them , f o r , once a t a ll

e ve n ts , s he had f el t th e same , and had s e e n t he r e l i abl e wall s
of you t h co l l aps e .. . . 2"

Hel en has in Marg aret a mother iig ure , and s he is je a l ­

ous whe n th e la t te r dec id e s t o marry Mr . Wil c ox . Hel e n ha s no

fath e r a ny mo r e a nd a brothe r that canno t be cons i dered a n e xampI e of

man hood . [n add i t i on t o t hi s s he ha d the mi s chi e vous affa i r wit h

Paul an d is put as i de by Mr. \':il c ox, who s ha r e s ~l ar g aret ' s a t t en

tion now. She i s given no goo d e xa mp le conc e r n i ng me n .

Leonard Ba s t i s the only manl y figur e t o he l p he r . I t

f i r s t hap pen s when by a cci den t He l en t a ke s h i s umbr e l l a home . The

umbr e ll a - besides bei ng an e vide nt pha ll i c sy mbo l - s t ands for

an i nstrume nt that he l ps peop l e to wa l k, as a s t i ck . He l en was

jus t i n ne ed o f some c a r e , [ o r t hi s oc cu r s s ho r t ly aft er th e e p i

sode wi t h Paul. The se co nd t ime Le onard he l ps her i s whe n th ey

make l ove . At t hat mome n t Hele n i s de ep ly upse t , di s appo int ed

wi t h Ma r ga r e t a nd f ee l i ng l on e l y i n a fig ht t ha t tu rn ed to he on ly

~ c r s : ag a i ns t t he powerful Wil co xe s a nd for th e poor , wea k

humbl e Ba st s . Her e s he ne ed ed s ome one t o c omf or t he r as wel l .

The i r ma ki ng lo ve hap pen s t he s ame way as i t did when sh e [ <..Ill s

i n love wi th Paul , beca us e th e r e a r e a ll t he cond i t i ons fo r thi s

t o happe n . Bot h affai rs happe n by a ccid~n t and ca nno t l a s t s i nc e

with Pau l s he go t di s i l l us i on e d J nd Le ona r d W<..lS alr e ad y marr i ed .

The two men of he r l i f e we r e no t th e r i gh t ones f or her, wh i ch

cou l d l e ad us to t hi nk th at s he un con sc iou s l y cho se the wr on g

men to avoi d fo r mi ng emotio na l li. nk s . Being impre gnat e d by Le o­

na rd was a pr ope r t hing , f o r th i s wou ld g i ve her a bab y wit hout

F' ::tgmell t o.;; ft . VLLE' UFSC , FtO!li1{1) apc>tL~ . 1J9 2 , 133- /3 6 , Jll.r.. /Vez . 1986

J 34



kno whuvin g t o s ha re her l i fe wit h a man, an d he neve r comes to

ab out th e bab y .

Now Helen is definit el y an outc as t and goe s to German y .

Lat er s he tell s Marg aret that s he i s li vin g with Moni ca, an ital

i a n j ou r nu li s t , who Marg a ret i magi nes to be a "crude femi ni s t of

th e Sout h . . .. .. At th i s poi n t co mes t o our mind Hel e n' s o t her girl

f r ie nds th at have hein g mentioned, su ch a s Frieda and Evie, hu t

we don ' t know a bou t Margaret h:Jvin g girl friends.

At the e nd th e author put s Hel en, Margaret and the ba by

t o get he r a t Ho wa r ds End an d fo r Hel en th is i s th e most s u i t a bl e

s i t ua t i on ; s he do e sn't ne ed a man , it ' s comp l e te wi th Marga re t

~ ho s t:J nds fo r a mother figur e , and the bab y. Marg aret r epr e sent s

th e muscu l i ne s i de of their r el ationship ; s he i s the one who ge t s

marri ed, but Hel e n i s t he one who ha s a c h i l d .

In " Femal e Sex ua lit y..3 Fr eu d exp l a i ns th a t a po s s i bl e

caus e for ho mo s e xual i sm i n women i s t hat th e y , di f f er en tl y fr om

men, huv e a pre-Oedi pal pha s e whic h i s c ha rac ter ize d by a stro ng

a t t ac hmen t t o the moth er, and t hat man y r emain in t hi s ph as e und
never c ha ngc to men .

S i n c ~ mot he r Sc h lege l i s hard l y ment ioned , we will t ake

Ma rg a t -e t as He le n's mo t he r j t hc one who ca r e s fo r her. Hele n i s

s t r ong ly a t tac he d t o the s is ter and s he e xpre s s e s thi s c l e a r l y

"I me a n to l ove yo u more than e ve r ... You a nd I have built up so me

t hing r e al , heca u se i t is pu r e ly s pir i t ua l Un r e alit y an d mi s -

t e r y be gi n a s soo n as one t ouc hes the bo dy 4 Thi s may be a

cr i ticis m ag ai ns t Mar ga r et ' s mar r i age, be c aus e He l e n would li ke

th em t o s t ay t og ethe r and s ha r e thi s s pi r i t ua l, e t he r e a l l ov e

lIe1e n 's prob Icn-. t oward s sex ua l life a re al so impli cit , s hr- i s un­

c ap abl e o f norm al se xua l l o ve , s he di s lik e s men .

In thi s s e ns e we f ind a d i f fu s e d i de a o f ie mi ni sm as

well a s homose xua l is m in t hi s novel, fo r Hel e n is more at t achcd to

wo me n than t o men. It i s known that among ra dic a l f emi ni s t s man y

homosex ua ls a r e fo und , and t hat both , someway , ha ve s ome th i ng

aga i ns t me n. In Hel en ' s ca s e we know a bou t he r d i s illu s ion s wi t h

me n a nd he r s t r o ng a t t a chme n t to women .

If we co ns i der the s i t ua t io n c r ea t e d a l mos t at th e e nd

o r th e nov el , when both s is t e rs and the bab y are toge t he r at Ho­

wa r ds End, thr ou gh Helen' s eyes we s ee them a s a famil y, whi ch
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wo mc n a rlo

ha ppe n with

t ho s e who

th e m). This

oo n ' t oi s -

has its ma s cul ine a nd fe mi n ine pa r t s, a nd ~ child that come s fro m

anot he r father , whic h could happen ~it h a normal man-and-wo man ~Im

i ly . Howe ver if homosexua l wome n prefer to live wi th

don' t ne ed a man exce p t t o get p reg na nt, t h i s doesn ' t

feminists (her e I mean not the rad ica l fem in i s ts, bu t

fight for women r ights and wan t to have a man be sid e

ki nd of woma n l ook fo r s u i ta ble men to l ive with a nd

pense the m; t he y see th em a s compan i ons .

Anyway in Fors te r 's time homos e xual i sm was s ome t h i ng

dr e adf u l t o discuss a nd feminism was c ra wl i ng ; however , knowing

For s t e r ' s homo s e xual i t y co ul d we i nfe r t hat he c r e a t e d Hele n i n

orde r t o use he r as a mean s of ca t har si s ? o r a s so meone t o pr opa­

gate hi s i deas on t he s ubje ct ?
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