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REVIEW


Pretended is a necessary political, social and cultural history of Section 28 and its impact on our educational spaces. In sharing her own story, Catherine Lee amplifies the experiences of all the gay and lesbian educators silenced by Section 28, and offers greater understanding to the generations of young people who were cheated out of a sound start in life because of the silence and shame the legislation planted in our schools. A brilliant book on our history, which teaches us important lessons for our future as we continue to reimagine our educational spaces as more LGBTQ+ inclusive.


Jo Brassington and Dr Adam Brett, Pride and Progress



























FOREWORDS




GEORGIA OAKLEY, WRITER AND DIRECTOR OF BLUE JEAN



As a student, I was completely oblivious to the pain I would experience later in life due to the culture of silence propagated by Section 28. When I began researching the law in my late twenties, I felt something unlock. This hideous piece of legislation had successfully erased any positive role models I might have had. As a result, getting to know Catherine Lee has been such a cathartic experience for me. It has allowed me to unpick the messy, intergenerational trauma of my own life while empathising with the experiences of a whole generation of teachers whose lives I’d known nothing about.


When I first met Catherine, I was struck by the monumental gulf between the thoughtful, kind person she so clearly is and the decisions she’d been forced to make 30 years prior. I was profoundly moved by the way she spoke about her experiences, and it was this seed of a feeling that provided much of the emotional backbone of Blue Jean, the film I went on to make. Trauma locks people in a terminal state of fight or flight, and I wanted to make a film that meditated on this idea. To interrogate one woman’s life and choices, while simultaneously exploring the cumulative effect of a lack of positive queer role models on a generation of kids, of which I was one.







ROSY MCEWEN, LEAD ACTOR IN BLUE JEAN



I met Catherine just before filming Blue Jean. We sat down over FaceTime and talked for a few hours – I asked her every question under the sun about her life experiences as a teacher in the 1980s and 90s. I was about to play a teacher named Jean, working in Newcastle in 1988, in a film for the BBC, so the parallels were uncanny. Blue Jean is partly a character study of one woman’s life as a lesbian, struggling under the pressures of the social expectation of a heteronormative lifestyle, and partly a nod to the political backdrop of the time: Thatcher’s Britain and the passing into law of Section 28.


The film is written and directed by the incredibly talented Georgia Oakley. I felt spoiled having Catherine to talk to, and having Catherine be so open, honest and vulnerable. The feeling that came from our conversation was, however, not what I thought it would be, but so much more. Through meeting Catherine and through my own research of the lesbian experience under Section 28, I realised how little I knew about this crushing period of history. I was shocked – and selfishly excited to develop a character who was so rich in texture, with all her struggles.


But then, after chatting to Catherine, my ego walked out of the room. I felt a responsibility to treat this story with such perfect care; to tell it right, exactly as it needed to be told and heard, and to represent it properly, as all those who were teachers during Section 28 deserved. This was more than just a film: it was a release of a time period and a story that were wholly brushed over by our cultural history.


The filming process spanned two tiring, beautiful months in the depths of an excruciatingly cold, bleak Newcastle winter. But that only added to the authenticity. As I began to step into Jean’s headspace, it was like nothing I could have imagined. The constant fear and anxiety. The looking over my shoulder, conscious of every single person’s looks and whispers. The overpowering fear of judgement from other people and – the saddest part – subsequently myself. Jean was forced to be so contained, to keep everything in. This was so unnatural that throughout the filming process I would wake up sobbing in the middle of the night, my body desperately trying to release all this pent-up emotion.


A few weeks into filming, we were shooting in the school that Jean taught in. Eighties-style shell suits and leg warmers were draped over each cast member. Catherine joined us on set as an adviser for all the scenes that contained students playing netball and, truly, we would have been lost without her. Despite reaching the heights of the C team in netball at school, and my extensive research into the rules of the game, I certainly didn’t feel equipped to play the role of a netball coach. After two weeks of early mornings and late nights, together with all the normal dramas that come with filming (cameras breaking, running out of time, overly ambitious filming schedules), Catherine’s knowledge and experience were everything we needed.


Catherine explained to us how bizarre and triggering it was to feel like she was stepping back in time to the 1980s, re-entering a sports hall where she worried about the words and whispers of her colleagues and students, just like Jean does in the film. This reminded us of how important and real this story was. Even now, 20 years after Section 28 was abolished, its effects are ingrained in the memories of every teacher who worked under it. I also thought about the students who were at school during this period – the young people with questions about their own sexuality and nobody to turn to, being told to quieten the voice in their head, desperately seeking answers to who they were, only to be met with shame and silence. How had it gone on for so long? Why was no one speaking about it now? We wanted to remove the blanket of silence that had covered a whole community of people.


Blue Jean premiered at the Venice Film Festival in 2022. We all travelled out together to watch the film we cared so much about. I had seen it once before the premiere; Catherine, however, had not. Looking back, getting to experience it alongside her was one of the most special experiences of my life. I hoped we had done justice to the stories told to us with authenticity and truth by Catherine and others. Most of all, I hoped the rest of the world would have their eyes opened to this period of history.


It was a true privilege to play Jean and to meet Catherine along the way. I spent approximately six months trying to only emulate a sliver of what life was like for her, and that just shook me to my core. That there were women experiencing the full weight of that every day for years is something I will never get my head around. But now, I hope there is space for this story – and there is no excuse to pull the blanket over it again. So, read on and educate yourself.






























DEDICATION


This book is for all the lesbian and gay teachers who spent their careers under Section 28. I hope I have captured something of the struggles that affected so many of us for so many years. I also hope that by sharing my story, I might inspire you to share your story too.


This book is also for all the LGBTQ+ students in my schools between 1988 and 2003. I am sorry that I let you down. I hope this book will help you to understand why I was not there for you when you needed me most.
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INTRODUCTION


In June 2022, my niece and nephew entered the gates of their secondary school in rural East Anglia under a huge rainbow archway of balloons. This was just part of their school’s Pride celebrations and, along with their peers, my niece and nephew spent Pride Month hearing from inspirational LGBTQ+ speakers, studying LGBTQ+ figures in history and even attending a Pride disco. I doubt many current secondary school teachers or students are surprised to read this and I imagine similar school Pride celebrations took place across the UK.


Schools were not always like this. For years, they were challenging environments for lesbian and gay teachers and lesbian and gay students, and this book aims to examine how and why this was the case.


The book has been written to coincide with the 20th anniversary of the repeal of Section 28, a law that from 1988 to 2003 prevented the ‘promotion of homosexuality’ in UK schools. It is a historical, political and cultural book, but it is also deeply personal. I identify as a lesbian and taught in schools for every year of Section 28. I started my career as a PE teacher in inner-city Liverpool before moving into special educational needs and pastoral leadership in rural Suffolk.


I have called this book Pretended because Section 28 prohibited schools from promoting ‘the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’. These nine words were perhaps the most destructive and damaging of Section 28. Their lack of clarity caused confusion for teachers who had no idea how not to promote homosexuality as pretended. Those of us who were lesbian and gay learned in these nine words that the loving and often lifelong relationships we had with our same-sex partners were not real in the eyes of the law. A right-click for synonyms for ‘pretended’ in Microsoft Word offers up ‘feigned’, ‘fake’, ‘counterfeit’, ‘imitation’ and ‘untrue’. Under Section 28, the partnerships of lesbian and gay teachers were then deemed feigned, fake, counterfeit, imitation and untrue, and the government mandated that we keep our relationships secret from others in schools, especially young people.


I have also called this book Pretended because Section 28 required that I, as a lesbian teacher, pretended to be someone I wasn’t throughout my teaching career. For the 15 years of Section 28, I pretended to live alone, I pretended to have boyfriends and I pretended to be a private person so none of my colleagues asked me about my life outside school. I pretended not to be interested in promotion to school leadership, because to be a leader came with a level of visibility in the school community that was incompatible with keeping my personal life hidden.


Pretended has three distinct parts. Part I begins with a history of same-sex relationships in the UK and examines the absence of any laws for lesbians. It then explores the history of lesbian and gay teachers, considering how women who wished not to marry often used teaching as a way to live independently or with a fellow female teacher in schoolhouse accommodation. Part I goes on to examine the way in which, as teaching became synonymous with women’s work and caring, male teachers historically were accused of being effeminate and wholly unsuitable as role models for male pupils. Next, consideration is given to the political and cultural narrative surrounding teachers and schools in the UK, and how this led to the introduction of Section 28 by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. The repeal of Section 28 is explored and the regret shown in time by the politicians who voted for it. Drawing on my research with teachers, part I then examines the legacy of Section 28 for those who taught during the era, before examining why the law called same-sex relationships ‘pretended’.


Part II is a cultural and personal memoir. It draws on a number of diary entries, some of which I shared for the screenplay of the film Blue Jean. Covering in turn each of the years that Section 28 was law, I describe the cultural or political landscape for LGBTQ+ people, before sharing one of my own diary entries from that year that relates directly or indirectly to Section 28. I aim through the diaries to convey the challenges I faced, major and minor, and to share some more lighthearted incidents related to Section 28. Through part II, I intend to help the reader understand the extent to which Section 28 permeated my day-to-day life as a lesbian teacher, requiring me, along with lesbian and gay teachers across the UK, to careful manage the nexus of my personal and professional identities.


Part III returns the reader to contemporary issues and considers the way in which the last decade has seen significant positive shifts in schools towards LGBTQ+ inclusion. For example, it explores the leadership development work I undertake with LGBTQ+ teachers who are seeking school leadership roles as their authentic selves. It also examines significant legislative changes, such as the Equality Act 2010, and describes the way in which schools are consequently more inclusive places for LGBTQ+ stakeholders. Part III concludes by reflecting on my involvement in Blue Jean. I discuss why the project affected me so profoundly and how it has helped me to make peace with my time as a teacher during Section 28.


There is a good deal of material already in the public domain that celebrates the activists who protested against Section 28. Outrageous! by Paul Baker (2022) is excellent and powerfully shares the stories of the protests, from the lesbians who abseiled into the House of Commons to those who disrupted the BBC’s Six O’Clock News. Pretended mentions some of the protests against Section 28, but they are not my main focus. As lesbian and gay teachers, we could not protest because doing so would have jeopardised our careers. Section 28 silenced us and created in schools a hostile and intimidating work environment; we lived in fear of being outed and losing our jobs. Section 28 also left a generation of young people without lesbian or gay teacher role models and denied access to pastoral support to those students who were or thought they were gay. Pretended is for all the teachers and students so badly let down by Section 28.


It is important that I explain my use of key terms throughout this book. I am conscious that when reflecting on the Section 28 era, I refer not to the contemporary and inclusive acronym of LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning) but only to lesbian and gay teachers. I want to make clear from the outset that my decision to refer historically only to lesbian and gay teachers is not because my stance is gender critical. Far from it. I have chosen to focus on the experiences of lesbian and gay teachers because Section 28 referred to homosexuality, not gender. When I refer to contemporary issues of equality in schools, I apply the inclusive acronym LGBTQ+.


So why not LGB throughout instead? I have not specifically explored or referred to the experiences of bisexual teachers for two reasons. First, I am conscious that those who are gender critical use the acronym LGB and I did not want to be mistakenly regarded as trans-exclusionary. Second, the LGB acronym was not commonly used in the Section 28 era or earlier in history. I recognise that bisexual, transgender, queer and questioning people were also teachers during Section 28 and faced some of the same difficulties and many greater challenges than their lesbian and gay teacher peers. However, what little historical information exists about Section 28 tends not to overtly include bisexual, transgender, queer and questioning teachers as distinct groups. Although it is beyond the parameters of this book to share the stories of these teachers, as an urgent priority their stories must also be told.


Pretended does not constitute a complete history of lesbian and gay teachers or a complete history of Section 28. I inevitably view Section 28 and teaching from my own positionality and context. I identify as a lesbian and taught in inner-city and rural communities, and so the book is written through the lens of my own interest and experience. I left teaching more than a decade ago and my knowledge of schools today is via my work as an education academic and teacher educator. There are considerable milestones in lesbian and gay history that coincided with the Section 28 era and receive little or no attention in the book. For example, the AIDS crisis is drawn on only where politicians weaponised it, and legislative changes to the age of consent are mentioned only briefly. There are numerous books, films, TV series and other media that tell these stories far better than I ever could.


I hope to convey the everyday impact of Section 28 on the lives of lesbian and gay teachers. While the House of Lords debated semantics, including the inclusion of the word ‘pretended’, the impact of their omissions and inclusions affected thousands of teachers who, long after Section 28, carry scars from years of shame, exclusion and state-sanctioned homophobia. I also hope to convey the way in which Section 28 created for students educated between 1988 and 2003 a regime of compulsory heterosexuality in schools, leaving those who were LGBTQ+ entirely without support.


What happened to me as a lesbian teacher was not particularly unusual; my lesbian and gay teacher friends all encountered similar challenges. There are, however, fewer and fewer lesbian and gay teachers left in schools who experienced Section 28 first-hand and I do not want our stories to be lost. The US state of Florida recently passed the Parental Rights in Education Act, nicknamed the ‘don’t say gay’ law. It contains many of the same restrictions applied by Section 28 in UK schools two decades ago; other states, including Pennsylvania, look set to follow Florida soon. Where the US leads, the UK often follows, and I hope this book might serve as a reminder of the adverse impact of Section 28 on teachers and students alike, so we never again introduce a law like this in the UK.



























PART I


SEXUALITY AND SCHOOLS: HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL PERSPECTIVES



























CHAPTER 1


A HISTORY OF SAME-SEX RELATIONSHIPS IN THE UK


This chapter describes the historical and political landscape for same-sex relationships in the UK. Unless otherwise stated, quotations are drawn from Hansard parliamentary transcripts to explore the climate for people in same-sex relationships, beginning with the reign of Henry VIII and concluding with the repeal of Section 28 in the early part of the 21st century.


Laws about intimate same-sex relationships first appeared during the reign of Henry VIII in 1533, when an Act of Parliament in England first made unlawful what was described as ‘the abominable vice of buggery’. Further legislation followed in the 19th century, when the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 identified homosexual acts as ‘gross indecency’ between men. There was absolutely no reference to sexual activity between women in these initial laws and this would continue to be the case until the late 20th century. There is a famous and widespread myth that the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 originally pertained to sexual acts between women as well as men, until Queen Victoria intervened to exclude female homosexuality, not believing sex between women existed. However, closer examination of the act shows that Henry Labouchère, who proposed the legislation, did not comment on sexual activity between women in the initial proposal. Therefore, it is unlikely that Queen Victoria ever made such an intervention (Jennings, 2007).


Sexual relationships between women remained invisible and unacknowledged in UK law throughout the 1920s and 30s, although there were occasional failed attempts in Parliament to criminalise sexual activity between women as well as men. In 1921, the Conservative MP Frederick Macquisten motioned to broaden Labouchère’s Criminal Law Amendment Act to incorporate ‘gross indecency between female persons’. Clause 3 moved that ‘any act of gross indecency between female persons shall be a misdemeanour, and punishable in the same manner as any such act committed by male persons under section eleven of the Criminal Law Amendment Act, 1885’. In the ensuing parliamentary debate, Macquisten bemoaned the demise of morality in women, which he blamed on the obliteration of Grecian civilisation and the downfall of the Roman Empire (Waites, 2002). Hansard shows that the Earl of Malmesbury disagreed with Macquisten and was appalled that the issue of sexual activity between women had been raised at all. He prefaced his contribution to the debate by apologising for raising ‘a discussion upon what must be, to all of us, a most disgusting and polluting subject’.


Malmesbury went on to warn that if relationships between women were included in the clause, they, like their male counterparts, would become prone to blackmail ‘without in the slightest degree decreasing the amount of this vice’. Malmesbury qualified his protestations by positing that the domestic behaviours of the sexes were entirely different. He said:


For instance, if twenty women were going to live in a house with twenty bedrooms, I do not believe that all the twenty bedrooms would be occupied, either for reasons of fear or nervousness, and the desire for mutual protection. On the other hand, I know that when men take shooting boxes, the first inquiry is that each shall have a room to himself if possible; and a comfortable room, too.


Malmesbury concluded by stating: ‘The more you advertise vice by prohibiting it, the more you will increase it.’ In the same debate, the Earl of Desart argued that friendships between women could be misconstrued as lesbian if the clause was passed. He feared women may engage in lesbian acts unwittingly and said:


We all know of the sort of romantic, almost hysterical, friendships that are made between young women at certain periods of their lives and of its occasional manifestations. Suppose that some circumstance gave to some person who knew of it the idea, ‘How easy it now is for me to make a charge.’ Perhaps they do not know what the law is. Do you suppose any woman with anything in the world to lose would ever face such a charge as that? It would not be a question of defending themselves against it; it would be a question of facing it, of being brought into a public court to meet a charge of that kind. They would pay anything sooner than that. I believe that blackmail would not only be certain, but that it would inevitably be successful.


In addition to the protestations of Malmesbury and Desart, opposition to the inclusion of relationships between women was widespread. Therefore, somewhat inevitably, Macquisten’s clause was defeated, leaving romantic relationships between women invisible in UK law.


Some seven years later, a lesbian did find herself involved in litigation relating to romantic love between women. Radclyffe Hall’s novel The Well of Loneliness was published in 1928. Hall’s affluence and family status enabled her to live independently from men; she resided with several different women throughout her lifetime and would dress in men’s clothes. Hall was a renowned author but The Well of Loneliness was her first novel about a relationship between two women. The book describes the life of a fictional character, Stephen Gordon, who, like Hall, is a masculine woman from an upper-class family. Stephen becomes romantically involved with Mary Llewellyn, an ambulance driver in the First World War, but their relationship leaves the women ridiculed and ostracised. The word ‘lesbian’ is not used in the book at all. Instead, Stephen is described as a ‘congenital invert’, a phrase Hall was known to use to describe herself from time to time. Hall makes a passionate plea in the novel to ‘give us also the right to our existence’. Consequently, The Well of Loneliness was regarded as a significant contributor to the call for recognition and acceptance of intimate relationships between women (Parkes, 1994).


Initially, reviews for The Well of Loneliness were positive. The Times Literary Supplement described it as ‘sincere, courageous, high-minded and beautifully expressed’ (Parkes, 1994). However, just a few weeks after the novel’s publication, the editor of the Sunday Express, James Douglas, began undermining its success by claiming that it was obscene and immoral propaganda (Parkes, 1994). When The Well of Loneliness was brought to the attention of the home secretary, the Conservative and strict authoritarian William Joynson-Hicks, he sought the advice of the director of public prosecutions on what should be done. The novel was characterised by Joynson-Hicks as a ‘plea not only for the toleration but for the recognition of sexual perversion amongst women’ (Gilmore, 1994). The director of public prosecutions agreed with the home secretary that the book would corrupt the minds of young people and concluded that its sale in the UK was undesirable. The chief magistrate, Chartres Biron, read the book and immediately commenced the process of prosecuting Hall. Legal proceedings began but ultimately it was not Hall who was charged. Instead the publisher, Jonathan Cape, and his colleagues were summoned to Bow Street Magistrates Court, where Biron presided over the trial personally (Marshik, 2003).


Hall did not take part in any aspect of the trial; she was not called as a witness and was not invited to make a defence. She did, however, watch proceedings throughout the trial from the public gallery. More than 100 fellow authors and literary critics were called to give expert evidence on the issue of whether The Well of Loneliness was obscene. More than a third of the witnesses supported the book, including Vita Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf, who would later become known for their own same-sex affairs (Parkes, 1994). However, it seemed that Biron had already made up his mind and he deemed the supportive contributions by Sackville-West, Woolf and others immaterial. He decided that censorship was not pertinent to the case, positing that instead it was a matter of whether the book was obscene. The only hint at a physical relationship between Stephen and Mary in The Well of Loneliness was the words ‘that night they were not divided’. However, Biron rejected Cape’s defence that because the book did not include obscene words, and contained no reference to intimacy between Stephen and Mary, it could not be described as obscene. He applied the Hicklin test of obscenity, which stated that a work was obscene if it could ‘deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influences’, adding that Hall’s call for the acceptance of ‘inverts’ was in itself obscene (Mullin, 2018). Biron found against Cape, who was ordered to pay court costs. In making his judgment, Biron said:


The very fact the book is well written can be no answer to these proceedings because otherwise we should be in the preposterous position where the most obscene books would be free from stricture. The more palatable the poison the more insidious. The substantial question before me is the contention that this book as a whole, does not define unnatural practices between women and does not glorify them. The unnatural acts which are the subject of this book involve acts which between men would be criminal and would involve acts of the horrible, unnatural and disgusting obscenity. The whole note of the book is a passionate and almost hysterical plea for toleration and recognition of these people. (Parkes, 1994)


Hall protested from the public gallery before the judge threatened to remove her. Biron then ordered that all copies of The Well of Loneliness be destroyed. Cape accepted that he must withdraw the book, but surreptitiously made arrangements for it to be published by Pegasus Press in Paris.


In 2003, when some of Woolf’s unpublished notes and drafts of her writing were uncovered, they revealed the efforts she had made to obscure her own sexuality after the trial of The Well of Loneliness in 1928 (Sigel, 2011).


Nine years after the trial, in 1937, a debate took place in Parliament about homosexuality as grounds for divorce. Hansard shows that Viscount Dawson of Penn argued that the word ‘sodomy’ – which by the 1930s had been replaced by ‘buggery’ in common parlance – was not accurate as it related only to the ‘rather vulgar crime which is only open to the male’. Viscount Dawson demanded that sexual acts between women as well as between men be included as grounds for divorce, stating:


Equality of the sexes ought to cut both ways, and it is as much a misfortune with the woman as it is with the man. You ought to protect the man against the lesbian just as you protect a woman against a male homo-sexualist.


Like Macquisten 16 years earlier, Dawson failed in his quest to have sexual activity between women recognised in law. The Conservative lord chancellor, Frederick Smith, warned that lesbian relationships should not be acknowledged in law as he doubted women had ever heard of such a thing and was concerned it may give them ideas. Smith stated: ‘Of every thousand women, taken as a whole, 999 have never even heard a whisper of these practices.’


In the 1950s, as same-sex relationships between women remained invisible, homosexuality (pertaining only to sex between men) burst into the mainstream cultural consciousness. Taking a lead from the US, where high-profile gay men were arrested as part of a campaign called the Lavender Scare, the home secretary, David Maxwell Fyfe, promised to rid England of a similar ‘gay plague’. The police, acting as agents provocateurs, enticed high-profile figures into sex in public places. The media reported each salacious detail, ruining the reputations of public figures including the actor and director John Gielgud and the mathematician and Second World War codebreaker Alan Turing (Bengry, 2014).


More than 1000 gay men were jailed each year and eventually the Conservative government established the Wolfenden Committee in 1954 to review the laws on homosexuality and prostitution. The committee had male and female members, but the men were worried that the female members would be shocked by the use of explicit language (Grimley, 2009). Consequently, during debate, the Wolfenden Committee agreed to refer to homosexuals and prostitutes as ‘Huntleys’ and ‘Palmers’ after a well-known biscuit brand at the time, so as not to affront the sensibilities of the female committee members (Lewis, 2016).


The Wolfenden Report of 1957 recommended that homosexual acts between men should be partially decriminalised, stating that the criminalisation of homosexuality impinged on civil liberty. The report stressed that while the law must protect young and vulnerable people from abuse, it should not encroach into private matters. Although the report pertained only to male sexual activity, it did accept that adulterous lesbian relationships were just as likely to cause marital breakdown. Furious discussions surrounded male sexual activity, but relationships between women were not discussed and remained largely taboo (Grimley, 2009).


Those seeking the complete decriminalisation of male homosexuality frequently argued on the grounds that lesbianism was legal by default as it was absent from the law. In fact, female homosexuality had no status at all, but reformers commonly drew on this to emphasise the injustice in the inequality between the sexes, sometimes positing that sexual acts between women were far worse than those between men.


In 1953, a year before the Wolfenden Committee was established, the Moral Welfare Council of the Church of England called for the decriminalisation of male homosexuality (Anderson, 2016). It also opposed the legislative disparity between gay men and lesbians. In 1956, the Moral Welfare Council published a booklet called Sexual Offenders and Social Punishment, which denounced the inequality in law between male and female homosexuality. The booklet stated:


While the male homosexual is heavily penalised for his offences … the female homosexual is ignored and can do what she wishes with impunity. Yet socially she is often dangerous. An older woman can dominate a younger, and she can compel her to acquiesce in a lesbian liaison which may ruin her life. Even more serious, a persistent lesbian can break up a marriage by seducing the wife, or by insinuating herself into the home. (Bailey, 1956, p.162)


The absence of lesbianism from the law while male homosexuals faced custodial sentences made the continued criminalisation of sexual activity between men challenging to support. However, opponents of the decriminalisation of male homosexuality persisted in positioning sexual relationships between women as harmless, rather than pushing to criminalise this behaviour too (Waites, 2002).


In the wake of the publication of the Wolfenden Report, the government’s War Office rushed to exclude the findings from applying to the armed forces (Grimley, 2009). While male sexual relationships were prohibited in the armed forces, the War Office stated:


[We] do not consider that there is any major homosexual problem in relation to the women’s services and they would be opposed to any suggestion that lesbianism should be an offence in the Army. In the case of women, ignorant but perfectly harmless behaviour may well be misconstrued; to have such cases subject to discipline rather than to guidance and common sense treatment would, it is felt, be far more harmful than the present administrative arrangements under which only serious cases are dealt with and which, if anything, err on the side of leniency. (National Archives: ADM 1/25754)


The quest for a clear-cut acknowledgement of female homosexuality ensued and once again lesbianism, when and where mentioned at all, was positioned as innocuous and benign. In 1958, the judge Lord Denning captured the views of the era during a debate in the Lords about homosexuality and prostitution. Denning said: ‘Dangerous driving of a motor car is a crime, but furious driving with a horse and cart is not.’ A prominent opponent of the decriminalisation of homosexuality, William Shepherd MP, argued that lesbian relationships ‘in many cases supply a social purpose, because they tend to be much more lasting or permanent than homosexual associations’.


In the same debate, Viscount Hailsham, who, like Shepherd, supported the continued criminalisation of male homosexuality, contended that male homosexuality resulted in the entirely deplorable feminisation of men. He said: ‘A lesbian is never, or at least seldom, other than a woman, and a very feminine woman at that.’ Hailsham added that lesbian relationships did not constitute sexual activity and so lesbianism was ‘not, in truth, wholly analogous’ to homosexuality in men.


Hailsham’s unchallenged allegation that lesbianism did not compromise femininity demonstrates how little was known at the time about sexual relationships between women. At the Gateways lesbian club in London in the 1950s, a strict butch-femme binary defined the relationships that played out there (Jennings, 2006). The butch half of the partnership would often dress in a three-piece suit while the femme partners would wear dresses. The femmes were treated with chivalry by their butch partners and were not permitted to order drinks from the bar themselves. These relationships were literally driven underground to subterranean clubs such as Gateways and remained invisible in the consciousness of wider society, which was instead preoccupied with the perceived growing femininity in men (Jennings, 2006).


In the 1953 book Society and the Homosexual, Michael Schofield, writing as Gordon Westwood, contemplated homosexuality via a sociological framework rather than through a medical or legal lens – one of just a handful of researchers to do so. In a series of three books, Schofield investigated the lived experience of gay men in the UK; in his third title, Sociological Aspects of Homosexuality (1965), he compared the experiences of heterosexuals and gay and straight men in three spheres: in prison, in treatment and in the community. He concluded:


Homosexuality is a condition which in itself has only minor effects upon the development of the personality. But the attitudes not of the homosexual but of other people towards this condition, create a stress situation which can have a profound effect upon personality development … A proportion of homosexuals are unable to withstand this pressure from outside and become social casualties. These are the homosexuals found most often in prisons and clinics … On the other hand the homosexuals who have learnt to contend with social pressures can become adjusted to their condition and integrated with the community. These men are hardly ever found in prison and clinics. (p.203)


The Sexual Offences Act finally decriminalised sex between men in 1967 and was largely acknowledged as the first judicial step towards equality for gay men. The legal age of consent was set at 21 (it was lowered to 18 in 1994, and to 16 until 2001). However, the law covered England and Wales only. Homosexuality in men remained against the law in Scotland and Northern Ireland until the 1980s.


Lesbianism continued to sit outside the law into the 1970s, when the rise of feminism led heterosexual and lesbian women to combine their efforts in a quest to achieve equality with men. The Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 established a commission tasked with eliminating discrimination between men and women and promoting equality of opportunity for women.


One of the first cases to test the Sex Discrimination Act was that of 12-year-old Theresa Bennett, who brought a case against the Football Association’s ban on girls and women playing football (Griggs & Biscomb, 2010). The FA successfully defended the case but the media largely supported Theresa and other girls who came forward wanting to play football. It would take until 1991 for the ban on females playing football to be rescinded. Thirty-one years later, in 2022, England’s women footballers would win the European Championship, the first major trophy since England’s men won the World Cup in 1966.


The fight for gay rights emerged in the 1970s when the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) was founded in the UK. Inspired by a movement of the same name in the US, the UK GLF assembled in an old school classroom to organise protests, sit-ins, street theatre and festivals (Robinson, 2006). GLF members included lesbians and gay men, with their collective power achieving immediate impact. In 1972, the GLF organised London’s first gay pride march; 50 years on, it is one of the largest LGBTQ+ Pride celebrations in the world.


In 1981, a group of largely lesbian women became visible in the mainstream consciousness by protesting against the UK government’s decision to locate nuclear weapons in Berkshire. As part of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp at RAF Greenham Common was initially established by a Welsh group, the Women for Life on Earth (McKay, 2004). After realising that one-off events of protest were not going to get the missiles removed, the women began to camp at Greenham Common to continue their protest. The women’s peace camp movement, which was largely comprised of lesbians, had emerged.


While these lesbians sought to affect cultural and political change in the UK, they remained wholly absent from the law. As other countries unambiguously included same-sex intimacy between women in their homosexuality laws, the UK would not criminalise lesbian identities or relationships until the introduction of Section 28 in 1988.


Having set out the historical and political landscape for same-sex relationships in the UK, I look closely in the next chapter at the history of the lesbian teacher in Western society. Beginning with an exploration of the spinster as teacher, I focus in particular on the way in which lesbianism became synonymous with women in the teaching profession, and how teaching became a career in which women who wished not to marry men could live independently, or sometimes with other female teachers in lesbian relationships.

























CHAPTER 2


SPINSTER OF THE PARISH: A HISTORY OF THE LESBIAN FEMALE TEACHER


As chapter 1 revealed, at the start of the 20th century, women were positioned culturally and politically as sensitive and easily shocked by references to sex. It would take until the sexual liberation of heterosexual women in the 1970s for society to tolerate discourses in which women engaged in sexual activity for any reason other than childbearing. Madiha Didi Khayatt (1992) states that, for centuries, society viewed women as ‘passionless, incapable of sexual feelings, submitting to male aggressive desire only for the purpose of procreation’ (p.15). The enduring absence of lesbian women from the homosexual narrative also served to erase lesbian relationships from public consciousness.


As documented by Judith Butler in her seminal text Gender Trouble (1990), sexuality becomes bound up with male and female gender categories because it is recognised in relation to whom a person desires. Butler describes sexuality and gender as multiple and fragmented, constructed in relation to others and within society’s systems of power and knowledge identities.


The prevailing polarisation of gender roles in UK society determined social behaviour and provided the model for gender-based sexual expectations and behaviours for years to come. According to Khayatt (1992), ‘a woman who actively desired another woman ceased to be a woman, [she] became masculinized’ (p.15). Khayatt asserts that the ‘masculinization’ of lesbians prompted men to become concerned about female attempts to gain power. The binary identifiers of masculinity in men and femininity in women served to preserve male dominance and subdue female assertiveness. When women presented as masculine, mainstream society rejected them for transgressing what were inconceivably narrow expectations of femininity.


Until the beginning of the 19th century, teaching was the sole territory of the educated male. Members of the teaching profession were highly respected pillars of society who were beyond reproach. However, as the 20th century loomed, perceptions of the teaching profession slowly began to shift (Blount, 2000). Teaching began to be considered a caring profession, with the education of children akin to the maternal duties of raising children and thus aligned with domestic or women’s work (Apple, 1985).


The earliest female teachers were nuns who, because of their vow of poverty, did not draw and keep a wage for their roles (Hufton, 1984). As teaching became synonymous with care, men left the profession in numbers, leaving women to fill vacant positions. Until the 1970s, there was a ban in most Western countries on married women working in teaching and other clerical jobs (Borjas, 2007). Upon marriage, women were obliged to leave their posts to become housewives. According to Khayatt (1992), teaching was one of few routes that allowed unmarried women to achieve economic liberation. Female teachers earned their own wage and usually gratis accommodation at the school, meaning they did not rely on a man for financial support.


Over time, somewhat inevitably, the terms ‘spinster’ and ‘teacher’ became inextricably linked with one another (Munro, 1998). The term ‘spinster’ first entered common parlance in the late 15th century and referred to girls and women who spun wool (Young, 2019). Women did not work once they were married, so ‘spinster’ became the name for any woman who was old enough to marry but remained single. Spinster continued to be the denotation for unmarried women until 2005 in the UK, where the bride-to-be was described as a ‘spinster of this parish’ in the Church of England marriage banns (Young, 2019).


Female teachers came to be seen as failures by society at large, as their presence in the classroom symbolised that they had been unable to attract a man, become a wife and have a family – in those days an achievement much more lauded by society than having a career. Those women who entered teaching were labelled as masculine, regardless of their appearance. Being educated or intelligent were, at the time, attractive traits in a man but not in a woman (Blount, 2000).


Soon, the spinster teacher – an intelligent and accomplished woman, but not desirable enough to attract a man – became vilified by Western capitalist society (Jeffreys, 1997). Cultural references began to characterise female teachers as evil, or at best callous, and they were usually portrayed as humourless and masculine in appearance (Allen, 1982; Lugg, 2003). The reputation of female teachers as necessarily masculine ensured the spinster and lesbian labels became intertwined; the status and respectability of the spinster teacher was challenged as they shared with lesbians a space that sat outside the dominant heteronormative patriarchal discourse of the early 20th century (Blount, 1996).


By the 1920s, the status of both male and female schoolteachers was problematic. Teaching was seen as too feminine for men and too masculine for women. According to Jackie Blount (1996), teaching became conflated with gender transgression and so was inextricably associated ‘in the popular mind with homosexuality and all of its attendant taboos’. When compared with their male peers, however, female teachers were inexpensive to employ. As schools were largely independent and often run for the monetary gain of benefactors, there were financial benefits to employing women rather than men.


In the US, Catharine Beecher founded the American Woman’s Educational Association (AWEA) in 1852, an organisation committed to extending educational opportunities for women (Eisenmann, 2001). Beecher posited that women were naturally maternal and had inherent caring qualities that made them ideal teachers. According to Beecher, teaching was an extension of childcare and so a natural extension of motherhood. Blount (1996) observes that Beecher and her peers at AWEA were troubled by the spinster teacher trope and, via their organisation, encouraged female teachers to display overtly feminine characteristics, hone their domestic skills and, alongside their teaching posts, prioritise preparation for marriage and motherhood.


In the US and the UK, teaching was slowly being reframed and became a stopgap for young women before marriage. Many schools found that female teachers left the profession soon after their careers commenced, which was disruptive and inconvenient. Over time, schools began to prefer to appoint ‘old maid’ or committed spinster teachers, as they were likely to stay in the role for longer (Blount, 1996).


By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the spinster teacher had become established in the cultural landscape in British and American society. Spinster teachers emerged in novels and films – stereotypically prim and stern, with their hair scraped off their faces into severe buns (Blount, 2000). As the number of spinster teachers grew and they committed to their employment for the long term, schools began providing housing to accommodate them. Many spinster teachers boarded in houses together in small groups. It also became commonplace for pairs of spinster teachers to set up home together.


Research by Blount (2000) uncovered a declaration by a spinster teacher in 1934. She said of her life:


The very conveniences of living at present make the single life more agreeable than it once was … [and] makes the assistance of a strong masculine hand or the protection of masculine presence unnecessary. The domestic-minded spinster is no longer driven to the deprivations of the boarding house or the small hotel.


The commitment of the spinster teacher to her career meant that society valued her contribution. The communal living arrangements of spinster teachers were accepted as the norm and by the 1930s female teachers were afforded genuine independence. Living with other spinster teachers liberated them from the demands of becoming a wife and a mother, and allowed these women to prosper on their own terms.


Theodore Roosevelt, US president from 1901 to 1909, observed a tendency in educated young white women to pursue the teaching profession as a way of actively avoiding marriage and motherhood. Roosevelt said this behaviour constituted ‘race suicide’ and expressed concern that the spinster teacher was responsible for the downfall of the white middle classes in America (Blount, 2000).


Over time, the tendency of women to remain unmarried was perceived as a threat to traditional gender roles. As spinster teachers attained leadership positions in education, sometimes over men, a backlash emerged (Blount, 2000). The once harmless and useful spinster teacher was no longer seen as a benevolent presence and her contentment outside the institution of marriage came under criticism. By the late 1930s, spinster teachers had begun to be described as deviant and those living together in pairs were scrutinised for what became known as homosexual traits (Cavanagh, 2005).


Avid viewers of the BBC television series Gentleman Jack, about the life of the lesbian Anne Lister of Shibden Hall in West Yorkshire, may have heard characters reference a lesbian teacher scandal. In series two, episode six, Captain Sutherland, the brother-in-law of Anne Lister’s lover, Ann Walker, attempts to prevent the women from combining their considerable estates – he wants Walker’s money for himself. Sutherland sets out on a mission to destroy Lister’s reputation, insisting to Walker’s solicitor that it would be irresponsible of him to sign the division, given Lister’s ‘unnatural’ hold over his sister-in-law. Sutherland alleges to their accountant that the women are in a scandalous romantic relationship that should be stopped. To further labour his point, he references a similar lesbian scandal in an Edinburgh school between two spinster teachers.


In 1809, Marianne Woods, aged 27, and Jane Pirie, aged 26, opened a highly selective girls’ school in Drumsheugh Gardens in Edinburgh (Faderman, 2013). The school soon attracted some of the city’s most prominent and wealthy families, earning a reputation as one of the best and most highly regarded schools for girls in Scotland. The school was described as a compact facility, with the two teachers and 10 students sharing just two bedrooms. While this is unthinkable today, it was commonplace at that time for teachers and children to sleep in a single room in schoolhouses (Faderman, 2013). The practice was largely regarded as beneficial in the supervision and support of boarding school children.


Among the students at Drumsheugh Gardens was Jane Cumming, the grandchild of Lady Helen Cumming Gordon, a Scottish aristocrat. Lady Cumming Gordon’s son had conceived Jane with an Indian servant, causing shame and embarrassment for his family. Lady Cumming Gordon did, however, care for the child and secured her education at this top-class Edinburgh school (Faderman, 2013).


In November 1810, Jane visited her grandmother and during their conversation mentioned that her teachers, Woods and Pirie, displayed ‘inordinate affection’ for each other (Faderman, 2013). After questioning Jane about the relationship, Lady Cumming Gordon was appalled and wrote to all parents with children at the school to let them know of the immoral behaviour of the two teachers. She encouraged every parent to remove their child from the school and withdrew Jane with immediate effect. Within two days, every girl at Drumsheugh Gardens had been dramatically whisked away from the school. The schoolhouse stood empty, except for the two distraught teachers. Woods told a concerned parent, ‘I am utterly ignorant of what was laid to my charge, and I am not conscious of anything’ (Faderman, 2013).


When Woods and Pirie learned of the allegations by Lady Cumming Gordon, they each sued her for libel (Singh, 2020). This set in train a protracted court case that attracted significant media attention and caused intimate details of their lives together to be shared across the world. Several of the schoolgirls were called as witnesses; some alleged that the teachers called each other ‘darling’ and had been seen by a number of girls lying on top of one another. Jane Cumming testified in the case, claiming she was often woken at night when Woods visited Pirie’s bed. Jane also alleged that she ‘was more often than once disturbed early in the morning . . . they were speaking and kissing and shaking in her bed’. Jane added, ‘I heard Miss Woods one night ask Miss Pirie if she was hurting her … Miss Pirie said “No”. Then another night I heard Miss Pirie say: “Oh, do it, darling”. And Miss Woods said: “Oh, not tonight, for it may waken Miss Cumming and perhaps Miss Stirling” … So then at last she came in and she lay above Miss Pirie. And then Miss Woods began to move and she shook the bed’ (Faderman, 2013).


Another witness, Janet Munro, supported the claims of Jane, describing to the court her recollections of seeing the teachers in bed together. ‘I believe her clothes were off and one lay above the other,’ she said. ‘Miss Pirie was uppermost. The bedclothes tossed about and they seemed to be breathing high. I said: “Miss Pirie, I wish you would go away, for I can’t get sleep”. Then Miss Woods said to Miss Pirie: “You had better go away, Jane, for I’m afraid you’ll catch cold standing there”. But I knew she wasn’t standing. She was in bed’ (Faderman, 2013).


Despite the vivid accounts by the girls, the majority of the judges presiding over the case were not convinced. Lord Justice Meadowbank, doubting the existence of sexual relationships between women, stated that a sexual relationship between the two teachers was ‘equally imaginary with witchcraft, sorcery or carnal copulation with the devil’. Another of the judges, Lord Justice Hope, said it was as likely as ‘thunder playing the tune of God Save The King’ (Faderman, 2013).


The judges questioned Jane’s background and, in particular, her early years with her mother in India. Meadowbank mused on the likelihood that Hindu servants had discussed sexual exploits within the hearing range of Jane, exposing her to knowledge of such sordid acts between women as those she had described in court (Faderman, 2013).


During the court case, lawyers made much of Jane’s dark complexion and revealed that Lady Cumming Gordon had kept Jane at arm’s length since she was brought from India. Before telling her grandmother about the alleged lesbian relationship between the two teachers, Jane had confided her feelings in a notebook. The notebook showed that Jane had developed a crush on Woods and that Woods had rejected her advances. Scorned, Jane had gone on to proposition a classmate who also rejected her, causing Jane to run away from the school (Faderman, 2013).


The lawyer for Woods and Pirie produced a number of good character references for the teachers and stressed that both Jane Cumming and Janet Munro had been admonished by the strict Pirie. Their lawyer went on to argue that both teachers were afflicted with rheumatics and would often massage each other, accounting for their physical contact in bed and providing an explanation, perhaps, for the shaking bed the girls had witnessed (Roughead, 1931).


The court initially found Lady Cumming Gordon not guilty of defamation of the two teachers by a 4-3 majority. Woods and Pirie appealed against the decision and their appeal was upheld 12 months later, also by a 4-3 majority. However, even then, Lady Cumming Gordon continued to pursue the teachers. She took the case to the House of Lords, where it continued in the public domain for nine further years after the original claims. The House of Lords rejected her appeal, triggering a further protracted dispute over the financial damages the teachers were owed (Faderman, 2013).


Having claimed £10,000 each from Lady Cumming Gordon, the now destitute Woods and Pirie collected approximately £1000 each after legal costs. Their victory came at the cost of their reputation and finances, both of which were left in tatters. The women also parted company. Woods gained employment teaching part-time in London and Pirie was left in hardship and ill health in Edinburgh.


Over time, the lesbian teacher scandal of the Drumsheugh Gardens school was largely forgotten. However, in 1930 papers pertinent to the case were found at the Signet legal library in Edinburgh by the prominent lawyer and crime writer William Roughead. He went on to feature the case in a book of infamous legal cases called Bad Companions (1931) and so the scandal gained publicity all over again.


Lillian Hellman was an American playwright and screenwriter renowned for her achievements on Broadway, as well as her communist views. She read Roughead’s book and turned the story of Woods and Pirie into a controversial play called The Children’s Hour. Hellman relocated the story from Edinburgh to New England in the US and changed the names of the protagonists. Woods and Pirie become Karen Wright and Martha Dobie, and Jane Cumming became Mary Tilford. The Children’s Hour otherwise remained true to the original story. Tilford absconds from the school and, to escape being returned, informs her grandmother that the two teachers are having a lesbian affair. As in real life, the play shows how the child’s allegations destroy the lives and careers of the two teachers (Faderman, 2013).


The Children’s Hour was first performed at the Maxine Elliott Theatre on Broadway in 1934, before moving in 1936 to Paris and to London’s Gate Theatre Studio. A Hollywood film followed in 1961 starring Audrey Hepburn and Shirley MacLaine; the film was released under an alternative title, The Loudest Whisper, in New Zealand, Australia and the UK.


The play was produced for the radio in 1971 as part of the BBC’s Saturday Night Theatre series and starred Prunella Scales (Fawlty Towers) and Jill Bennett (For Your Eyes Only). In 1994, the play was revived for radio by the BBC’s Monday Play series, this time starring Buffy Davis, Clare Holman, Miriam Margolyes and Margaret Robertson. In 2011, The Children’s Hour returned to London and was introduced to a new generation, with Elisabeth Moss (The Handmaid’s Tale) and Keira Knightley (Atonement, Bend it Like Beckham) playing the two teachers.


The Children’s Hour was not the only depiction of lesbian relationships within the school setting. In 1917, Regiment of Women was published as the debut novel of Winifred Ashton writing as Clemence Dane. Regiment of Women is set in Edwardian England and, like The Children’s Hour, it describes the relationship between two female teachers at an elite boarding school for girls. Clare Hartill, the older of the two women, is in her mid-thirties but is in poor health. She lives alone in a small flat without gas or electricity but full of books. The girls at the school are devoted to Hartill, despite her high standards and academic demands. They see that Hartill is ambitious for them and this makes her a popular teacher.


Alwynne Durand, the second teacher, is just 19 years old and has no formal teacher training. Hartill and Durand soon become friends: Durand spends all her spare time in Hartill’s home, staying overnight on occasions, and the teachers holiday together during the school summer break. Durand’s aunt, Elsbeth Loveday, with whom she lives, becomes jealous of Hartill; the novel describes acute antagonism between the two older women as they vie for Durand’s companionship.


The relationship between Hartill and Durand is severely tested when one of their pupils, Louise, takes her own life by jumping from a schoolhouse window. The suicide is declared a case of accidental death. However, Louise’s suicide appears to have resulted from Hartill’s severe criticism of her performance in the school play. Over time, Hartill manipulates the facts and shifts the burden of guilt on to Durand’s shoulders. Hartill displays increasingly bizarre behaviour and is consistently cruel to Durand. Loveday spots the breakdown of their relationship and attempts to remove her niece from the teaching post, arranging for her convalescence when she catches the flu.


But Loveday’s scheme to keep the women apart includes more than her niece’s recuperation. She introduces Durand to a potential suitor, Roger Lumsden, a kind, educated and attractive man who runs his own gardening business. However, Durand is not attracted to Lumsden and longs to return to Hartill and her teaching post. On her return to the school, Durand continues to be treated badly by Hartill; eventually, the younger teacher recognises that the relationship is abusive. Durand leaves the school, sending Hartill a telegram informing her that she is to be married.


This unhappy ending for the two teachers is symptomatic of the criticism Clemence Dane has for spinster teachers. In a 1926 collection of essays, The Women’s Side, Dane highlights the tensions that can exist between teachers and students in girls’ schools. Dane is particularly vociferous in her essay ‘A problem in education’.


Exploring the subject of power in relationships between female students and female teachers, ‘A problem in education’ describes the issue of emotional attachments between members of the same sex and is critical of the hothouse atmosphere of single-sex schools. Dane observes that when spinster teachers have no life beyond their career, they devote their time and energy to the intrigues within the school. She notes a peculiarity arising from the social isolation of women and girls in single-sex schools and blames the effect of the marriage ban in creating spinster teachers. According to Dane, the need for spinster teachers to maintain respectability means they spend their lives completely immersed in the closed world of schools. In the essay, Dane asks:


But what opportunity has a woman to mix freely with men and women alike, so as to understand her own outlook on these matters, to test her feelings, to differentiate between her need of friendship and her need of love? Her sole emotional outlook is her fellow-mistresses and her students. (1926, p.53)


A teacher herself, Dane was a friend of Violet Trefusis and Vita Sackville-West, who famously had a lesbian affair. According to Emily Hamer (2016), Dane was almost certainly a lesbian herself but deployed elaborate strategies to keep her private life from others. Drawing on documentary evidence including Dane’s will, Hamer suggests that Dane had been in a long-term romantic relationship with Elsie Arnold, who lived with her. When that association ended, Dane began an intimate relationship with another woman, Olwen Bowen-Davies. Supposedly, Dane’s forthright views on the claustrophobic nature of schools for the spinster teacher were based on her own experiences, although one cannot avoid the conclusion that her critical stance was a ploy to evade scrutiny of her own circumstances and relationships (Hamer, 2016).


Though rare, there is further evidence of lesbian teachers in history and literature. Hamer (2016) notes that Edward Carpenter was an English gay rights activist, socialist and philosopher. He was best known for his book Civilisation: its cause and cure (1889), in which he describes civilisation as an illness of sorts, through which human societies pass. As an early campaigner for sexual liberation and equality, Carpenter was well connected. He was known to have had an influence on the writings of DH Lawrence and was thought to have inspired EM Forster’s homoerotic novel Maurice.


According to Hamer (2016), Carpenter received many letters of thanks from lesbians who appreciated his activism in support of gay rights. Bob Rogers was a young woman living in Derby; in a letter to Carpenter in 1925, she wrote:


I feel I am acting as the spokesman of thousands who think and feel as I do in writing to express my great deep gratitude … Although I am known as Bob, physically I am a girl, still in my twenty-first year. I have been teaching slum boys since I left college nearly two years ago. It was at college that I met and learned to love a girl, who, in almost every respect, is quite different from me … I had no idea but love between two of the same sex could possibly exist. (In Hamer, 2016, p.66)


Lillian Barker was a schoolteacher and lesbian living in London in the early 1900s (Hamer, 2016). She specialised in educating students referred to at the time as delinquent, but whom we would recognise today as having special educational needs. According to Hamer, Barker met her partner, Florence Francis, when both women worked as Sunday school teachers. In 1914, Barker moved in with Francis and the women cohabited for 40 years, until Barker died in 1955.


Barker served in the Second World War at the Royal Arsenal, Woolwich, where as superintendent she was responsible for 30,000 female workers. After the war, in 1923, Barker became governor of the Borstal Institution for Girls in Aylesbury. In this role, she led significant reforms that centred on the education and rehabilitation of the girls. She was appointed Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire (DBE) in 1944 for her services in connection with the welfare of women and girls (Hamer, 2016).


In the 1997 book The Spinster and her Enemies, Sheila Jeffreys suggests that as far back as the 19th century, spinster teachers were considered a threat to the children they taught. By way of example, Jeffreys cites Alec Craig, the socialist and ‘sexual modernist’ who wrote that spinster schoolteachers were dangerous to the young because they were not having sexual intercourse, and so had a dangerous energy that he referred to as ‘dammed up sexual urge’. Without describing what the effects of this might be, Craig said that seeking another channel or outlet was rarely satisfactory in its results. According to Jeffreys, there was a good deal of suspicion around the potential evils resulting from the almost exclusive employment of women in the teaching profession. She cites the example of Walter Gallichan, editor of the Free Review, a magazine that carried progressive ideas on sexual reform. Gallichan warned his readers and society in general of the danger of the ‘frigide’ as a teacher. He believed such a teacher would educate girls to become women who were critical of men. Jeffreys argues that at the heart of the harsh depiction of the spinster teacher by Craig, Gallichan and their peers was the possibility that these women might not need men and might be having sex with each other.


By the early 1900s, medical research in the field of human sexuality was thriving. Any transgressions from heterosexual relationships came under intense scrutiny and homosexuality was considered pathological (Bullough, 1976). Lawrence Averill (1939) suggests that in cohabiting, spinster teachers were largely thought to have suppressed ‘fundamental instincts to the point of extinction, instead of sublimating them and finding peace and satisfaction in other compensating and stimulating ways’ (p.10). Spinster teachers remained a cause for apprehension, however. The psychologist G. Stanley Hall, in his 1905 article ‘Certain degenerative tendencies among teachers’, asserted that psychological processes were at play that caused spinster teachers to become sour, frustrated and negative. Society more generally also denounced spinster teachers for deviating from expected gender roles. Many were seen as aberrant or pathological, and all were soon deemed unsuitable for working with children.


In the 1920s, Katharine Bement Davis, a social activist and sex researcher, conducted research that concluded spinster teachers might in fact be lesbians (Bullough, 1988). Davis surveyed 2200 college-educated women and sought to compare patterns of sexual behaviour between the married and single women. Davis established that half the spinsters had experienced intense emotional relationships or sexual relationships with other women (Davis, 1929). Her study made a significant contribution to the association of spinsters with lesbianism in the US.


Determined to suppress lesbianism in spinster teachers, American school administrators campaigned for women to retain their teaching positions after they married. In The Status of the Married Woman Teacher (1934), David Peters describes the prejudices directed against married women teachers and concludes that single and married women teachers were comparable in their effectiveness in the classroom. However, Peters also identifies that ‘the measured mental growth of the students taught by the married women teachers exceeded the measured mental growth of the students taught by the single teachers’ (p.87).


The findings of Peters were welcomed by the US’s National Education Association, which decided that abolishing the celibacy rule would help to rid female teachers of the ‘old-maid schoolteacher’ cliché. The association justified this by positing that the old maid trope was distasteful and was adversely affecting the recruitment and subsequent morale of younger members of the profession.
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