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Abstract: This article discusses interviews with lesbian teachers working in English schools in
the 1980s during which time Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act (UK) became law.
It examines how they were affected by and responded to this homophobic piece of
legislation, focussing on the role of affect and emotion in the exercise of power. It examines
the analytical potential of the concept of affective atmosphere and the use of oral history in
exploring how subjects may encounter and experience atmospheres as discomforting or
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Introduction

This article examines atmospheres and their capacities to affect subjects. It analyses the felt
environments experienced by some lesbian identified teachers working in schools in the
1980s during the period leading up to and including the introduction of a controversial and
homophobic piece of legislation, contained in Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act
(UK). Drawing on interviews with lesbian teachers, it considers how many came to feel
unsafe and fear for their jobs while some found alternative spaces of safety and belonging
through political activism and resistance to the legislation. Using the concept of affective
atmosphere, the paper examines the exercise of power and resistance through the affects
and emotions provoked by Section 28. It considers the role of oral history in exploring how

subjects encounter and experience affective atmospheres and their consequences.

Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act (UK) was highly controversial. It stated that a
local authority ‘shall not intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the
intention of promoting homosexuality’ or ‘promote the teaching in any maintained school of
the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’.? This legislation was

sponsored by a Conservative government and energetically supported by right-wing news



media. Arguably, it reflected a (political and popular) backlash against the increasing
visibility of lesbian and gay identities and culture in previous decades.? It certainly helped to
fuel homophobia, yet it also galvanised a vibrant heterogeneous gay movement to oppose it

and later campaign for its repeal.

Section 28 in context

The broader context for the introduction of Section 28 is what Stuart Hall identified as a
‘swing to the Right’ and the emergence of Thatcherism in the 1970s.3 Crucially, Margaret
Thatcher was elected as prime minister in 1979 with strong a mandate for economic reform
and an emphasis on ‘traditional’ family values. Thatcherism, Hall argued, popularised
discourses of ‘social market values’, focussed on competition, personal responsibility,
individualism and eroding various forms of collectivism and social solidarity, such as that
exercised by trade unions, local authorities, professional associations and so on.*
Thatcherism also tended to promote the rhetoric of ‘national interest’ and mobilised
discourses of nation and people against class and unions, interpellating vast numbers of
people in this way.” It successfully marshalled the idea of threat to the British people,
emanating from various figures and institutions framed as the enemy within: the welfare
recipient, the immigrant, the urban school.® Importantly, and characteristically, Thatcherism
effectively instrumentalised affect for political ends: for example, through intensifications of
anxiety ‘temporarily attached to various “othered” objects/figures/scenes’.” The Right-

supporting press played a pivotal role in publicising the themes and goals of the Right.?

Education policy under Thatcher, Derek Gillard argues, was directed at making the
education system ‘more responsive to the needs of industry and more susceptible to market
forces’.® This agenda was advanced during the 1980s on several fronts: through extending
the rights of parents to choose schools, imposing a national curriculum, controlling teachers’
training and role in curriculum development, and diminishing the power of (progressive
Labour-led) local authorities to resist central government policy. Such measures combined
to effectively dismantle Labour’s 1976 Education Act, with its focus on egalitarianism
through comprehensivisation.® The National Curriculum, introduced in the 1988 Education

Reform Act, also cemented the demise of a post-war ethos of child-centred learning in

favour of accountability and results.! When it came to promoting traditional family values,



the 1986 Education Act (no 2) was especially significant. It gave school governing bodies
much greater responsibility for curriculum, discipline and staffing. It made governing bodies
responsible for devising school policy on sex education, specifying that it should encourage
pupils to have ‘due regard to moral considerations and the value of family life’.'> The
passage of the legislation through Parliament prompted lively debate on the content of sex
education in schools and much disquiet over initiatives to challenge prejudice and include
positive images of homosexuality.® For some in the Conservative Party, this legislation did
not do enough to neutralise the equal opportunities policies of left-wing local authorities
and, to a considerable extent, Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act was an attempt
to rectify this. Arguably, the two pieces of legislation coalesced to create a febrile
atmosphere of danger and constraint surrounding sex, family and education, which
temporarily attached to homosexual teachers and the classroom. Attempts to advance

lesbian and gay rights were presented as a threat to family and nation.*

Thatcherism profoundly affected many areas of social and economic life, although scholars
have cautioned against positioning it as the key reference point of the 1980s. They have
drawn attention to ‘longer and deeper historical processes’ at play and a wealth of other
histories.® Significantly, the decade also saw growth in political activism and collective
action focussed on issues such as gender, race, sexuality, the environment, disability, mental
health, housing, the peace movement and campaign for nuclear disarmament. Also, during
this period, many local governments began to pursue collectivist policies aimed at social
reform, sometimes referred to as municipal socialism, which were in direct opposition to

those pursed by central government.®

Anti-sexist and anti-racist activism in the late 1970s and early 1980s did much to challenge
and change left-wing politics, especially in local government.!” The onset of the HIV/AIDs
epidemic helped to further politicise lesbians and gays, who started to emphasise rights and
legal reform and lobby Labour-controlled city councils in the mid-1980s.® As a result, Kelly
Kollman and Matthew Waites argue, several councils in large metropolitan areas ‘began to
implement anti-discrimination policies that included sexual orientation’.?® So, when Section
28 was formulated, it was clearly about more than sexual identity. Sue Sanders and Gill

Spraggs argue that it was part of a strategy by the Conservative administration to ‘erode the



powers and scope of local government’ and with it the power base of the Labour
opposition.?° Section 28 was repeatedly presented not as an attempt to ‘curtail the freedom
of lesbians and gays’ but to curb ‘abuses’ in local government, with supporters consistently
expressing concern that rate payers would resent the money spent on lesbian and gay

projects.?! Examples from inner London attracted particular attention.

In 1984, Haringey Labour Party included gay rights in its election manifesto and the Labour-
controlled council was one of ten councils to donate more that £600,000 to gay projects and
groups.?? In 1986, a re-elected Labour council created the Haringey Lesbian and Gay Unit
(opened on 1 April 1986) and sent letters to headteachers in all Haringey schools offering
assistance with implementing a policy to promote ‘positive images’ of lesbians and gay men,
an action that was vigorously attacked by the right-wing press.?3 In May 1986, the Islington
Gazette ran an article about the Labour-controlled Inner London Education Authority (ILEA)
making gay-themed books available in classrooms.?* The national tabloids latched onto the
story, using it to attack the Labour Party and homosexuality. The Sun ran the story on its
front page under the headline ‘vile book in school’.?> Such stories were used by the
Conservative Party to reignite arguments from the 1960s, which centred on the threats
posed to younger men by predatory individual homosexuals and grounded these in a new
narrative about a leftist political agenda that promoted homosexuality in schools.?® At a
grassroots level, many local Conservative organisations campaigned against positive

images.?’

Following a media-fuelled moral panic about education and sexuality, Lord Halsbury, an
independent hereditary peer, introduced a Private Members Bill entitled ‘An act to refrain
local authorities from promoting homosexuality’ in December 1986.%8 The text of the Bill
included a definition of homosexuality (not previously inscribed in law) as ‘a pretended
family relationship’.?° This Bill lacked government support and failed. However, during its
1987 general election campaign, the Conservative Party drew on media representations to
again fuel fear and hostility towards lesbians and gays as a way of discrediting Labour.3°
Following a Conservative victory, Margaret Thatcher made a triumphant address to the
Conservative Party conference (October 1987) in which she attacked ‘hard-left education

authorities and extremist teachers’ on the grounds that ‘children who need to be taught to



respect traditional moral values are being taught that they have an inalienable right to be
gay’.3! In December 1987, a new clause was inserted in the Local Government Bill, proposed
by Conservative MP David Wiltshire. The text was verbatim that of the Halsbury Bill, but this
time it had government support and Section 28 of the Local Government Act was enacted

on 24 May 1988.32

The relationship between gay rights and Labour politics was complex and uneasy. There
were clear differences between the actions of more radical left labour-controlled councils in
metropolitan areas and the parliamentary Labour Party. At first, the party in parliament
failed to oppose the legislation and tried to distance itself both from ‘loony left’ councils and
the gay and lesbian issue, which was perceived to be a vote loser.33 It took a long time for
mainstream Labour to find ‘a palatable way of articulating its support for gay and lesbian
rights’.3* When eventually the parliamentary Labour Party did oppose Section 28, it did so
on the basis of defending equality and individual rights, rather than challenging conservative
idealisation of the heteronormative family, constituted through the demonisation of

homosexuality.?* Labour repealed Section 28 in 2003 when in government.3°

Legally, Section 28 had very little impact: it did not create a criminal offence and so no
prosecutions were ever brought.3” Nevertheless, its impact was felt ideologically and
affectively. The ideological potency of Section 28 for conservative politicians and media,
Jeffrey Weeks suggests, lay in its configuration of a nexus of emotive issues: ‘the family
under threat; an assault on the sexual purity of children; the pernicious nature of sex
education; proselytising homosexuals; all funded by the local government tax, the rates’.38
The legislation appeared to license physical and verbal abuse of lesbians and gays (boosted
by the beginning of the HIV/AIDS epidemic). It created ‘an atmosphere of fear and
intimidation’ among local authorities and their employees, encouraging repression and self-
censorship.3 It discouraged policies, practices and activities seen by some as being inclusive
of sexual minorities and by others as promoting homosexuality, as staff feared loss of
funding.?® The impact of Section 28 was powerful and enduring to the extent that many
LGBTQ+ teachers living through its enactment continue to be affected by their experiences

to this day.*



Nevertheless, the introduction of Section 28 met with energetic resistance and, together
with the emerging HIV/AIDS epidemic, galvanised the LGB community and mobilised
activists. In this context, two of the most influential LGBTQ+ organisations in British political
history were formed: Stonewall and OutRage!*? A broad-based ‘Stop the clause’ campaign
drew support from gay rights advocates, the gay press, a range of organisations and
prominent individuals concerned with the arts and civil liberties, local authorities and some
political parties.*® Local campaign groups sprang up and huge numbers joined a series of
lively mass marches. There were also some imaginative and spectacular acts of resistance
such as lesbians abseiling in the House of Lords and an invasion of the BBC news studio,
where a lesbian chained herself to the desk of the news reader while she was reading the
news live on TV.#** Significantly though, a vast number of ordinary lesbians and gay men
resisted the restrictions of Section 28 in everyday interactions and activities and more and
more people began talking openly about their sexuality to relatives, colleagues, neighbours
and so on. Some spoke on local and national television and radio, some wrote letters to the

press.®

Section 28, its origins, implications and forms of resistance it provoked, have been discussed
by others.%® Few have focussed on personal stories, although a recent exception is Catherine
Lee’s vivid account of the challenges she faced as a closeted lesbian PE teacher in inner-city
Liverpool and rural Suffolk, drawing on diary entries she made at this time.*’” Her diaries
together with the film Blue Jean, which drew inspiration from them, powerfully evoke
feelings of fear, shame and isolation associated with the heteronormativity enshrined in the
legislation and everyday casual homophobia.*® This article differs in significant ways: it
focusses on the spoken accounts of a group of (largely London-centred) lesbian teachers,
who were working in schools during the period in which the legislation was being debated
and enacted, and it offers a detailed examination of the part played by feeling in the
exercise of power. To this end, the article concentrates on affect and emotion in teachers’
reflections on their working environments and positionality. It explores the analytical
potential of affective atmosphere in investigating how felt environments may contribute to
the micro-workings of power in everyday situations.* It reflects on the use of oral history
interviews to elicit detailed accounts of how events were experienced in emotional and

affective terms, as well as the articulation of both individual and collective feeling. It



considers how memories of atmospheres can enrich understandings of the past and

present.

Affective atmospheres

Atmosphere is often used as metaphor for a felt environment and as a way of naming
collective affects.”® Ben Anderson suggests that atmosphere (a term often used
interchangeably with mood, feeling, ambience) unsettles the distinction that has emerged
between affect and emotion in scholarly work.>! Where affect has been associated with the
impersonal and objective, and emotion with the personal and subjective, atmospheres both
elude and mix such categories and distinctions. (Affective) atmospheres are indeterminate:
they ‘are impersonal in that they belong to collective situations and yet can be felt as
intensely personal’.”? They are neither inside nor outside of an individual but something in
between, traversing ‘distinctions between people, things and spaces’.>? At the same time,
affective atmospheres may constitute ‘the shared ground from which subjective states and
their attendant feelings and emotions emerge’.>* Anderson suggests too that atmospheres
are local, enveloping ‘particular enclosed forms’ such as an occasion, network or particular
bodies.> In such spaces, atmospheres move and change form, becoming ‘capacities to
affect and be affected’ such as ‘sustaining a belief’ or ‘the feeling of being emboldened’.>®
People encountering particular affective atmospheres both contribute to them and are

affected by them.>’

Significantly, Sara Ahmed argues, affects are unevenly experienced.>® While shared feelings
may sometimes seem to surround us ‘like an atmosphere’, and we may we feel that we
have the same feeling, ‘we don’t necessarily have the same relationship to that feeling’.>®
This is because we encounter an atmosphere from a particular ‘angle’ and feel from ‘a
specific point’.®° Particular atmospheres may lead some to experience feelings of comfort
and others discomfort. While comfort may easily go unnoticed, discomfort becomes
noticeable through an intensification of affect and the accumulation of intensity.®* Jack Leff
helpfully suggests that an affective atmosphere can be used as an analytical tool to help

with understanding how inequalities are felt.®2



In this article, | explore affective atmospheres that enveloped particular sites and bodies —
schools, classrooms, teachers — focussing on their capacities to engender feelings of comfort
or discomfort, and strong emotions that emerged from these subjective states. | consider
how emergent emotions might in turn work to encourage/discourage, bolster/subordinate,

empower/disempower.

Oral history

Oral history interviewing provides a way of exploring how specific affective atmospheres
have been encountered and their consequences for subjects, relations and power. It can
elicit detailed descriptions of how some subjects experience discomfort (feeling awkward,
out of place and unsettled) while others experience comfort (feeling at ease).®®> My research
involved interviewing individuals who identified as lesbian, gay or bisexual (LGB) and worked
as schoolteachers in the 1980s. It focussed on the local and specific assemblages that
constituted and framed their everyday working environments, consisting of human subjects,

sites, networks, temporalities, hierarchies, affects, rules, materials, resources.

Between 2019 and 2021, | interviewed nine individuals who identified as LBG. Interview
participants were drawn initially from my own circle of friends and acquaintances and later
their contacts. Interviews lasted up to two hours and focussed on participants’ working lives
as teachers in schools in inner London, outer London and some rural areas. | asked
participants: how they entered teaching and where they worked; whether they identified as
LGB at the time and whether they were open about their sexuality at work; the introduction
of Section 28 and its implications for their work as teachers; their involvement in any forms
of resistance and activism. | also asked them how they remember feeling about the wording
of Section 28, which | read aloud in the interview. | was especially struck by the spontaneous
and repeated reference to a hostile environment or atmosphere in which interviewees were

working at the time, and how this made them feel.

This article discusses six of the interviews with women who were in lesbian relationships in
the 1980s, when Section 28 was debated, reported and resisted. Five participants were in
their thirties, one was in her forties, in 1988. At the time of interview, five identified as

lesbian and one as bisexual. | choose to focus on these interviews here because of certain



similarities and differences in participants’ experiences. They were of a similar age,
discussed encountering sexism as well as homophobia, and the importance to them of
feminism and the women’s movement. However, they worked in different contexts (in inner
London, outer London and rural schools), some were isolated, others were part of expansive
networks of support and activism. All interview participants expressed a passionate
commitment to teaching and their students. In the decades following the introduction of
Section 28, two left teaching altogether (in the early 1990s), two left mainstream education
to work with children with special educational needs and disabilities (one as a deputy

headteacher) and two went on to become headteachers in secondary schools.

An atmosphere of hostility and danger

Those interviewed considered it very difficult, hazardous even, to be open about their
sexuality at work. Following the introduction of Section 28, Gill and Maggie feared they
might lose their jobs for being known to be lesbian.®* Gill, working in an outer London
borough, said: ‘I was very much not out. | never felt that it was safe to be so’.%> Maggie,
working in an inner London borough, was out at work to staff but not to students. She said
that ‘there was a great tension in schools’ and she didn’t know ‘any teacher that was out in
a relaxed way’, feeling able to refer to their partner in the same way as a heterosexual
person might. Maggie described Section 28 as ‘toxic’ in the sense that it was interpreted in
many schools as ‘you’re not allowed to say anything about the existence of lesbians and gay

men’ in teaching ‘PSHE or any other subject’.®®

Jo, working in a rural setting, referred to ‘the tone and the climate and the atmosphere,
nothing that direct’ produced by Section 28 and said that ‘it influenced my confidence at the
time’. Known to be in a lesbian relationship by her deputy headteacher, Jo was warned
against speaking about sexuality with a gay student who had actively sought support, and
explained this by saying, ‘I suppose she considered me dangerous, because | could have said
something positive or demonstrated ... [it]’.6” Maggie said that Section 28 ‘definitely created
a hostile environment for lesbians and gay men and for young people’, making it even
harder for them to come out or be out. Asked to elaborate on this environment, Maggie
said: ‘Well, it was scary. It was properly scary because, bottom line, it felt like you could lose

your job because you were a lesbian, actually’. At another point in the interview, she



describes the abiding sense that she could lose her job for being openly lesbian as ‘nerve

wracking’.®®

Returning to teaching in outer London in the mid-1980s after a year abroad, where she had
been ‘very out’, Linda said: ‘it felt like | was moving from the literal sunshine and openness
to something that was quite closed. Yeah, I've sort of just remembered, just remember it
just being a bit of a dark time really’.®° Linda experienced this darkness as ‘really depressing’
and was not open about her sexuality at work because ‘you thought it would damage your

career and things like that’.

Participants considered the wording of Section 28, especially the use of the word
‘pretended’, offensive and denigrating.’® Maggie said ‘it meant that our relationships had no

worth. That’s what it was saying to everybody. It was wrong and it had no worth’.”* Gill said:

the wording of Section 28 | took very personally and felt that that meant that | was
regarded as a lesser person, particularly the second part of the quotation [...] You
know not promoting it as a suitable familial option [...] | was incensed by the word

“pretended”, completely incensed by it. I'm still angry about that [...] pretended!

The legislation, she said, ‘completely denigrated who | was, who | am’.”?

For Jo, Section 28 compounded the sexism she already experienced in school and made her

feel doubly ‘second class’. She said:

And | think what got to me with Section 28, was being told — | was very much in love
—and being told that your relationship is lesser. | actually think it’s affected me to
this day, if I'm really honest. [...] It was particularly disgusting piece of legislation, and

very hurtful [...] it’s just the message you're getting that you’re not as good.”?

Emphasising the enduring impact of Section 28, Jo said ‘I can still pitch into that hurt’ and,

even now, ‘I carry a lot of anger’.”*

10



For Gill, Section 28 was ‘a shocking experience’ and rendered her job increasingly untenable
to the extent that she decided to leave teaching in the early 1990s, ‘just to continue being
who | was [...] | wasn’t prepared to pretend any longer’. She felt especially undermined and
angered by the idea percolating through Section 28 that homosexual teachers might pose a

threat to children.

| think what | remember most about it was my anger and despair about how
retrograde and how wrong this legislation was because it genuinely tied paedophilia
into homosexuality and that of course was absolutely groundless, completely
groundless, and at the same time, it seemed to me, that children were being sexually
abused by paedophiles who weren’t necessarily gay. | mean paedophilia is a
different thing and my anger and my despair about that being tied together in my
opinion by the wording of Section 28 was something that | was incandescent with
rage about and felt so strongly about that | knew that | just had to leave teaching.
And as | said, that broke my heart, because | was a career teacher and very good at

it. | cared about it.”®

Gill was ‘bitterly disappointed’ to quit teaching and, at the end of the interview, she said
that Section 28 had been ‘a devastating blow’ and ‘one of the worst things that’s ever
happened to me’. Gill’s spoken account, like that of others, communicated considerable
strength of feeling through naming and owning a range of very strong emotions. She also
underlined an intensity of feeling by describing herself ‘incensed’ and ‘incandescent’,
swearing and using repetition, intonation and increased volume. Gill was the only interview
participant to explicitly mention paedophilia, but other researchers have reported that
lesbian and gay teachers felt constantly under suspicion and fearful of being labelled
paedophiles and hypersexual.’® Lee argues that, for lesbian teachers supervising changing

rooms and showers, this fear was especially acute.”’

The atmospheres that developed around speaking about sex and sexuality in schools during
the build up to, and the enactment of, Section 28 were experienced by interview
participants as sexist, emphatically heteronormative and hostile, making them feel out of

place, awkward and unsettled.”® Their accounts describe how discomfort became noticeable

11



through an intensification and accumulation of affect and how this led to a sense of
worthlessness and disempowerment. The prohibition against teaching ‘the acceptability of
homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’, and headteachers’ anxious responses,
further stimulated an atmosphere in which subjects felt silenced and unsafe. While such
atmospheres belonged to a collective situation, they were felt as intensely personal and
gave rise to specific strong emotions: fear, offence, anger, hurt, disappointment, despair,
rage, shock and grief. Nevertheless, anger was also a ground for acting back (as discussed

below).

Atmospheres can work to ‘orient’ us through ‘the repetitive circulation of associations and
symbols’’® and, in the mobile assemblages constituting Section 28 with its many meanings
and affects, repetition of the strange and ungrammatical phrase ‘a pretended family
relationship’ was especially discomforting. ‘Pretended family relationship’ inscribes a
particular relationality of subjects, affects, emotions and power, which interview
participants experienced as negating, subordinating and ultimately disempowering. In other
words, the phrase was interpreted as an attack on personal and collective identity and

promoted a sense of ontological insecurity. All participants felt offended and angry.

‘Pretend’ and ‘pretended’ further underscored a distinction between an authentic and
inauthentic version of self (in Gill’s narrative) and family (in the wording of Section 28). For
Gill, the legislation required an erasure of ‘who | was, who | am’. In school, she felt
pressured to pretend to be heterosexual and single.®° With regard to family, Section 28
worked to bolster heteronormativity by discrediting, and attempting to render invisible,
alternative patterns of relationships and affective ties. Indeed, Susan Reinhold argued that
Section 28 was part of the ‘ongoing negotiation of the meaning of the family in British
society’, revealing it to be a highly contested concept and site of the state’s ongoing struggle
‘to regulate both family forms and sexual behaviour’.8! The drive for legislation that became
Section 28 helped to further naturalise an idealised concept of family rooted in the
nineteenth century but at odds with ‘actual family life’.82 The ‘pretend family’, ‘with its fluid
relation to sex, physical and social reproduction, and a gendered division of labour in the

household’ posed a threat to the existing social order.®3 Further, it illustrated an

12



understanding of family as neither essentially authentic nor inauthentic, but performative

and intelligible through the ways people ‘do’ family.?*

In the early 1990s, Maggie and Gill left teaching altogether and Jo moved out of mainstream
education. They attributed these decisions to the introduction of Section 28, continuing
sexism and a failure to tackle inequalities in schools. Linda, experiencing considerable
‘discomfort’, decided to move from an outer to an inner London school in 1989 to find
‘somewhere where | will fit in” and people like her who thought that Section 28 was wrong

and wanted to do something about it.

The affective atmospheres generated by Section 28 were unevenly felt. For teachers in
lesbian relationships, the experience of being openly lesbian and the impact of Section 28
on their felt environments depended on ‘where you were, and who you were’, with

teachers in (inner) London and other metropolitan cities less affected. & Sue said:

So, | was not somebody who was, if you like, persecuted or felt afraid, or felt that |
was being silenced, because | was in London. And because | was already a feminist,
and | was already an activist. But | was talking to a friend a couple of days ago and

she said that she was afraid, she wasn’t in London, and she wasn’t out. &

Here, Sue underlines the importance of context — location, local politics and social networks
—in mitigating adverse and hostile atmospheres. In some instances, alternative

atmospheres circulated, facilitating forms of resistance.

An atmosphere of solidarity and resistance

Along with hostile affective atmospheres in schools, some interview participants
experienced alternative local atmospheres, which fostered a sense of community, mutuality
and solidarity and afforded a ground for acting together. Maggie and Sue spoke of the
importance of having security and strength in the numbers of LGB staff in their schools and
other neighbouring schools in inner London (Hackney). They also mentioned networks of
activists, and activism around equalities more generally, and both stressed the significance

for them of feminism and socialism. Maggie mentioned ‘a lot of activism around all kinds of
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things’ with which she felt connected and specifically ‘the miners’ strike and lesbians and
gays support [of] the miners and lots of marches’. This, she said, was ‘helpful’ in coming out
in her personal life and feeling supported in what was otherwise ‘a very difficult hostile

environment’.8’

Maggie said that Section 28 enraged and disgusted people, including people who were not
lesbian and gay, and there were ‘some fantastic allies amongst the teachers’. She
experienced this as ‘energising’. She said, ‘I think it was both a difficult time but also it was
energising in a sense because Section 28 was so revolting in my view that it angered people.
And a lot of people who weren’t lesbian and gay were horrified that it was there’. She also
mentioned that ILEA had produced ‘some great resources’ to be used in teaching PSHE,

which made it easier to ensure that Section 28 was not ‘a gagging order’.%8

Indeed, throughout the early 1980s, ILEA had been working with ‘Black groups, women’s
groups, community groups and “front-line” teachers’ to define a vision of ‘equal
opportunities’ that was not centred on equal access but on ‘the more radical stance of equal
outcomes’.® This was at odds with the policy approach of the Thatcher government, which
was based on the ideological assumption that ‘market forces’ could empower individuals by
affording ‘choice’.®® Within ILEA, education was seen as a means of challenging the power of
the status quo.®! According to Kate Reynolds, ‘what was unique about ILEA’s anti-racist and
anti-sexist strategy was its focus. This approach focused on issues of class, gender and

“race” in education as part of the wider structures of inequality’.%?

Sue was a member of various (feminist, lesbian and gay, radical teachers) activist groups and
the equalities officer for her school in Hackney, where a working group met regularly to
discuss how to implement ILEA’s policies. She and activist colleagues were watching closely
as the Halsbury Bill was debated in Parliament and reported in the media. She said that the
statements made by politicians and journalists were ‘so aggressive, pernicious and hateful’
that they created ‘an atmosphere of fear and doubt’ for many but, she said, ‘that isn’t what
happened with us’. She and other activists saw Section 28 as an opportunity to ramp up

their work on inequalities and to ‘out the injustice and the prejudice and the persecution
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that sits behind the statements [that] were being made’ and create something ‘far more

rigorous, and thoughtful, actually’.3

| think we saw an opportunity, certainly in my department, because we were all
feminists, we, we found a way of using what was now happening historically, to
write a module to use this as an example of social control, and how social control
manifests itself. And so it became a topic or theme, a module in itself in an examined

piece of work. So, yeah, | mean, quite the reverse for what was intended. ®*

Sue and colleagues used press cuttings and headlines from media coverage related to
Section 28’ as ‘resources for young people to look at, to think about how prejudice is

formed, where it comes from, the influence of the media’.®>

Sue said that Section 28 and the 1986 Education Act had coalesced to create a wave of
‘moral panic’. However, there was confusion over what the Section 28 legislation actually
meant and who it affected: ‘A lot of people thought that it was attacking lesbian and gay
teachers and this created an atmosphere of fear — it was actually about curtailing local
authorities’. With other activist teachers, she went into neighbouring schools to run
workshops to dispel the misapprehension promulgated through the right-wing media that
‘you could never talk about homosexuality and family life” and address the concern that
some might feel that they needed to promote heterosexuality through PSHE teaching in

schools.?®

What we were saying was, that’s not what the legislation says. In fact, what you can
do is look at what we mean by family life in its variety of forms. And through that,
talk about people who choose or are gay or lesbian, as part of a balanced

curriculum.®’
She and colleagues felt they had a duty to open debate in the classroom about ‘the family’

and how we live in families in a balanced way. Again, they saw Section 28 as an opportunity

and resource to be used in education as part of ongoing work on equality.
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Pat, in her role as a deputy headteacher in a special education school in inner London, was
responsible for writing school policy on sex education. She too thought that there was
confusion around the wording of the legislation and especially the meanings of
‘intentionally promote’ but concluded that ‘promoting’ meant ‘pushing it’ and elevating
homosexuality ‘above all other lifestyles’. She decided to ignore Section 28 and emphasised
the idea of freedom to ‘choose your sexuality, who you live with, what you do with your life’
and presenting to students the idea of being lesbian or gay as ‘a possibility amongst a whole

range of things’, an approach similar to Sue’s.®®

But | thought I’'m going to blooming well put down what | think we ought to do. And
so | did. And so that would be teaching about gay relationships and material about

that, you know still those kinds of books, and supporting gay students [...]. We were
very heavy on any kind of bullying about sexuality as well as we were about race and

gender.®®

While underlining the importance of being able to be gay, Pat particularly emphasised
‘looking after students’ and dealing with bullying. She spoke too of her involvement in
equalities work in schools in the 1980s and the importance to her of feminist lesbian groups

in coming out, developing a lesbian identity and resisting Section 28.

For Maggie, Sue and Pat, standing up to homophobia was also part of broader activism
around equality and education. They stressed the importance of the women’s movement
and feminism in their politicisation and activism around Section 28 as well as having
strength and security in the numbers of lesbian and gay staff in ILEA schools. For them,
networks and solidarities embodied in physical gatherings, small groups and on mass
marches and discussion afforded a significant degree of ontological security. Maggie said
‘marches were, lesbian and gay marches, were a big deal for me in the 80s [...] it was like a
literal, demonstrable show of strength in numbers’ and ‘[l ...] would never have missed a
march in the 80s because there wasn’t social media [...] you had to be there physically to
connect and be seen’.1%° Such statements illustrate perhaps how gathering, as an embodied

form of action and mobility, may sometimes signify more than can be said.1%!
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In contrast, Jo, Gill and Linda spoke of how Section 28 was largely ignored in their (rural and
outer London) schools. Linda said that it was ‘sort of sad’ that when Section 28 was
mentioned the dominant view was ‘let’s just toe the line and not get into trouble, we don’t
want inspectors coming and all of that’ and ‘we don’t want to fall foul of clause 28’.19 Pat
and Linda also talked about deep concern in their schools over what parents might think and
say. Jo, Gill and Linda were isolated and silenced, and Jo especially, as discussed earlier,

experienced considerable discomfort and insecurity.

Overall, interview participants evoked a sense of multiple felt environments in tension with
each other. Alongside hostile affective atmospheres in schools and beyond, fomenting
insecurity, inhibition, self-censorship and isolation, there also existed affective atmospheres
that were helpful to others, engendering solidarity, resistance and collective action. And, for
some, Section 28 was an opportunity and resource to be used in education as part of

ongoing work on tackling inequalities.

Atmosphere and place

Drawing on their experience of working in different schools, most participants depicted
school as a place or meaningful location, bounded by the school gates.!%® Most expended
considerable energy negotiating this border as they endeavoured to manage separate
professional and personal identities. School comprised a number of significant spaces —
notably, the classroom, the staffroom, the playground and the passages between them —
each embodying a mix of atmospheres, connections, meanings and experiences, which

helped to shape a sense of place in school.1%

The classroom was the site where participants, all enthusiastic and imaginative teachers, felt
anxious, constrained and compelled to exercise caution in speaking about sexuality. It was a
space that gave rise to other ambivalent feelings: on the one hand, it was lively, creative and
full of possibilities and, on the other, it was often fraught, overcrowded, noisy and
demanding, lacking adequate resources for teaching and supporting students with diverse
needs and intellectual abilities.1® Maggie mentioned having classes of over thirty students

(higher than the average at the time) and described this as ‘quite brutal for students’.10¢
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Several participants mentioned the effects of cuts to public services on student learning at

that time.

The staffroom as a separate space was shaped by relations between the individuals who
collected there, its internal micro-geography (mapped out by chairs, their users, tables and
kettles) and the broader geographical area in which the school was located. Use (and access
to) the staffroom seemed to map out much bigger struggles. For Gill and Jo, the staffroom
was persistently discomforting and isolating, as they were not out to other staff. Jo
described it as a competitive and sexist space, where her promotion to head of PE and
attempts to de-gender PE lessons were resented and derided, and she was mocked for
lacking a sense of humour. Pat described the staffroom in her school as smoky and ‘very
blokey’, a place where she felt isolated and lonely, although this changed when a lesbian
headteacher was appointed and encouraged other lesbian and gay teachers to join the
school. Lee also describes the staffroom as ‘a very daunting place’, clouded with smoke and
gossip, which she often avoided by spending lunchtime in her office with the door closed.?’
Maggie and Sue evoked a more convivial staffroom where the presence of other leshians,
gay men and staunch allies was a source of comfort and support. They also indicated how
the staffroom might be re-imagined as a more fluid space embracing a network of staff
extending across schools. They worked with staff from neighbouring schools to further an

equalities agenda and Sue, in particular, participated in a number of activist groups.

The playground and other areas outside of school buildings were more turbulent and
menacing spaces where students might be taunted and bullied and, in a couple instances,
staff outed by graffiti daubed on walls.1%8 Any attempt to challenge such outings potentially

ran the risk of drawing accusations of promoting homosexuality. %

All interview participants looked beyond the school gates for comfort, connection and
support from others. Jo and Linda found this with other lesbian teachers playing on local
hockey fields. Other spaces of openness and comfort included meetings with LGB staff in
other schools to discuss resistance to Section 28 and increasing gay and lesbian visibility in
the curriculum, marches (against Section 28 and in support of other campaigns) and

nightclubs. But these spaces had permeable borders and included an element of risk.
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Maggie described meeting students on marches as ‘slightly discombobulating’ and being
knocked off balance by hearing ‘Hello miss!” on a dance floor in a lesbian club. She said ‘it
was a significant thing [...] it was not easy to be out with students. Obviously, | don’t mean
talking inappropriately about my life and so on but just as a matter of course, it would have
been tricky’.1% In addition, going on a march ran the risk of being filmed and/or interviewed
and appearing on television, possibly holding a banner saying ‘lesbians unite’ [...] ‘was that

promotion?’ she asked.!!

The interviews discussed here depict a highly personalised, contested and struggled over
sense of place in different school settings in the 1980s from the perspective of some lesbian
teachers. They indicate how some teachers who were engaged in advancing an equalities
agenda helped to create a culture of acceptance, which was appreciated by some students
and parents. Sue said, ‘once you start doing equalities work, some students and parents
come to you’.1*2 Some parents, especially lesbian parents, might choose a school where
they can see there is acceptance of difference. The significance of this work is highlighted by
the findings of a survey conducted in 1983 by the London Gay Teenage Group, which led
Hugh Warren to conclude that school was a ‘bleak’ place for a lot of young lesbians and gay
men.13 Survey responses indicated that the majority of schools were ‘failing to provide any
information about homosexuality that could counteract the negative and stereotypical
images that are presented outside of the classroom’ and failing to provide any form of
support for young homosexuals.'** For young people, this augmented ‘feelings of confusion,
isolation and guilt, as well as reinforcing the taboo surrounding their sexuality’.!°
Individuals reported that school was a hostile and isolating place, where they were subject
to verbal and/or physical abuse and that teachers did not know how to deal with threats
and homophobic bullying.11® Often lesbian and gay teachers feared the consequences of
offering support: being outed, subjected to homophobia and accused of promoting

homosexuality.

Atmospheres and oral history
Affective atmospheres, | argue, are a vital but elusive element in the micro workings of
power.!” They appear to circulate in particular contexts — sites, networks, bodies, occasions

— orienting and affecting subjects unevenly. The construct affective atmosphere therefore
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affords an analytical tool for understanding how inequalities are felt.*8 In the oral
narratives discussed in this paper, hostile atmospheres contributed to a sense of discomfort,
unsettling and undermining some subjects, and gave rise to strong emotions such as fear
and anger. These emotions were often experienced as disempowering but, in some
instances, also provoked acts of resistance, which were felt to be empowering. Significantly,
the construct affective atmosphere illustrates how collective and individual feeling might be
linked in subtly producing and maintaining power relations at a micro level. Oral history
testimony can elicit detailed descriptions of felt environments and their role in a
microphysics of power.!'® However, investigating feelings in the past is a complex task:
atmospheres recalled and named are nevertheless indeterminate and hazy;'?° they are
inevitably influenced by atmospheres of telling and listening, discourses and lexicons in the

recent past and present, and the relationality of the interview.

It is striking that interview participants repeatedly deployed the term hostile environment.
In the UK, hostile environment has become a deeply ideological phrase communicating a
political stance on immigration articulated by Theresa May (as Home Secretary) and made
public in a newspaper interview in 2012, where she heralded the introduction of a ‘really
hostile environment for illegal migration’.*?! It mobilised once again a discourse of threat to
the nation’s interests, resources, way of life and identity, from othered figures and scenes,
reinforcing a division between those who belong and those who do not, as part of
(Conservative) party politics and statecraft. Interview participants’ repeated mention of
hostile environment indicates both the familiarity this terminology has accrued in everyday
contexts and how narrators deploy cultural discourses available to them at a particular
historical moment. In this instance, they used hostile environment to name collective affects
and critically assess the implications of the policy of a previous conservative administration
from a position of otherness, which incorporated feelings of unease, discomfort and
unbelonging. Participants’ deployment of hostile environment demonstrates how memory
interacts with subsequent lived experience and how a particular discursive device can work

to other and subordinate while also serving as a rallying point for acting back.

As oral history enquiry invites reflection on and negotiation of relations between present

and past, current discourses and narratives are inevitably part of meaning making in
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personal accounts. In this project, interview participants tended to locate their lived
experience on a path leading from a restrictive past to a more open present, from
considerable discomfort to greater comfort, reflecting and contributing to an established
narrative of struggle for LGBTQ+ rights and freedoms gradually won. Well aware of current
discourse on inequalities and processes of minoritisation, several participants highlighted
aspects of a significant history of equalities work in education and their place in it. Indeed,
Maggie said that the 1980s were ‘fantastic’ because of ‘all that stuff, all that work on anti-
racism, anti-sexism, anti-homophobia, | mean it was quite ground-breaking and radical’.'*
In this way, some participants constituted and expressed pride in their identities as active
agents working for change through various solidarities around diversity and equality in the
1980s. They alluded to a sense that this history (of feminist and lesbian activism) may not be

sufficiently recognised by younger generations.

Cultural, social and political shifts (particularly in attitudes and legislation) and changing
emotional and affective economies make some narratives easier to tell and to hear. The
liberalisation of attitudes, to an extent, and the repeal of Section 28, as well as the
increasing prominence of emotion in thinking and speaking about self and relations with
others, have played a part in the production of the narratives discussed here.'?3 The
relationality of the interview too has variously facilitated and hindered meaning making. |
decided to begin this project in 2018 on the thirtieth anniversary of Section 28 passing into
law, an occasion for reflection on its origins, impact and energetic opposition. | had been on
many of the same marches as my interview participants and was involved in various feminist
and lesbian groups during the 1980s, although | had not taught in schools. Fragments of
shared experience in turn helped to engender an atmosphere in interviews conducive to

exploring aspects of an often-fraught past.

Abrams has suggested that emotions, particularly negative or upsetting emotions, are hard
to ‘express in retrospect’, although the causes of such feeling may be easier to recall.1?*
While this proposition potentially diminishes the part feeling can play in accounts of the
past, | argue that atmospheres recalled can demonstrate the power of feeling as it animates
events, moves subjects and infuses the dialogical relationship between past and present.

The participants in my research recalled atmospheres and their effects in the past with great
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clarity, communicating intensity and strength of feeling, and indicating how they were
moved to the margins or/and to action. In recalling atmospheres, they also recognised and
named emergent strong emotions such as fear and anger. Some insisted that feeling in the
past continues to provoke feeling in the present: ‘I’m still angry about that’.*?* For Jo,
carrying a lot of anger in the present invigorated her desire to speak about the past. Strong
emotions, simultaneously past and present, were key elements in all participants’ narrative

construction of self and relationship to their past in interview.

Affective atmosphere is a useful tool for analysing aspects of the micro-workings of power,
but it may be limited by its association with particular sites or ‘enclosed arrangements’.*26
Further work is needed to relate such enclosures to broader structures and contexts. Here,
Raymond Williams’ concept ‘structure of feeling’ may be helpful.??” In contrast to
atmospheres, conceptualised as local and site specific, structures of feeling, Anderson
suggests, may be felt across disparate sites and occasions, creating a shared ‘affective
present’.?8 In relation to Section 28, an exploration of structures of feeling might focus on

other contemporary forms of resistance and collective affects as well dominant discourses

and associated affects and how these may be differently felt and lived.

Conclusion

This article sought to provide insights into the political and affective consequences of
Section 28 from the perspectives of some lesbians working as teachers in the 1980s.
Interview participants described a prevailing atmosphere of hostility following the
introduction of Section 28. This led to feelings of discomfort and insecurity and specific
emotions: fear, anger, hurt, offence, despair, disappointment and grief. At the same time,
hostile atmospheres circulated within and beyond school settings alongside alternative local
atmospheres which engendered connection, solidarity and resistance, and this made a huge
difference for some. Section 28 materialised relations of power that marginalised,
subordinated and disempowered some sexual subjects through fear and silencing. The
affects generated by Section 28 circulated widely but were unevenly felt. It depended on
who you were, gay or straight, and where you were, with teachers in London and other
metropolitan cities less affected. Such insights remain highly relevant as ideological and

affective traces of Section 28 are evident in more contemporary contexts: for example, in
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demonstrations (since 2019) by faith and parent groups across England against plans for a
new, inclusive relationships, sex and health education (RSHE) and the introduction in Florida
(2022) of an Act banning teachers from discussing sexual orientation or gender identity in

class.1??

As an analytical tool, affective atmosphere can help with understanding how inequalities are
felt and, beyond this, possibilities for agency and resistance.'3° In other words, it can help to
illuminate aspects of the micro-workings of power in a particular circumstance.3! Oral
history interviews can generate detailed descriptions of felt environments or atmospheres,
which enrich understandings of the past, present and a micro-physics of power. However,
future analysis needs also to take account of the broader contexts and conditions — political,

social, cultural, affective — in which narratives are spoken and heard.
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