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Abstract

This thesis is the first history of bisexuality in Britain. It argues that gay liberation and lesbian
feminism in the 1970s and 1980s played a significant role in creating and reinforcing a binary of
‘gay’ and ‘straight’, through dichotomous political logics that worked to prevent bisexuals and
those attracted to multiple genders from developing a coherent identity politics.

The 1970s and 1980s were a very particular historical moment, in which the use of the term
‘bisexual’ to describe sexual attraction was relatively new, and the binary of gay and straight was
just becoming socially dominant. This thesis looks at the broader circumstances of the period to
understand why and to what effect bisexuality was called into being at this particular point in
time. It is therefore not a ‘recovery’ history, seeking to make bisexuality visible in the historical
record for its own sake, but a case study that informs us about the late-twentieth-century political,
social and cultural moment.

Gay liberationists excluded bisexuals and people attracted to multiple genders because they were
associated with ‘straightness’, heterosexual marriage and the family. They were also hyper-
sexualised, and thus excluded from lesbian feminism because of a constructed dichotomy
between the sexual and the political. This meant that the nascent bisexual communities that
developed towards the end of the period were ultimately vague and inaccessible to many. The
exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction from radical liberationist groups
challenges historical narratives about the ‘liberatory moment’ of the 1970s and the ‘queer’
inclusivity of radical politics.
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List of Abbreviations

C.H.E.1 Committee for Homosexual Equality (before 1971)

Campaign for Homosexual Equality (after 1971)

GLF Gay Liberation Front

GRA Gender Recognition Act

HCA Hall-Carpenter Archives

HLRS Homosexual Law Reform Society

LGBTQ2 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer
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NWHLRC North-Western Homosexual Law Reform Committee
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SLRS Sexual Law Reform Society
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SMG Scottish Minorities Group

1 Written sources vary about the use of the full stops to divide the letters in the acronym ‘C.H.E.’ (as
opposed to ‘GLF’). I consistently use them because they inform us about the group’s politics - the use of
the full stop was insisted upon by one conservative member, to avoid any confusion with Che Guevara.
Lucy Robinson, Lucy Robinson, Gay Men and the Left in Post-War Britain: How the Personal Got Political
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 91.

2] use ‘LGBT’ (without the Q) in reference to historical approaches and narratives - to make the
distinction between ‘queer’ historical approaches and ‘LGBT’ historical approaches. ‘LGBTQ’ is used as the
more commonly accepted way of referring to organisations, identities etc. I will preserve the terminology
used in sources when quoting.

3 Sources refer to sadomasochism, SM, S/M and BDSM. BDSM is the common label at the present moment,
but SM was used most frequently in the 1980s. I will preserve the terminology used in sources when
quoting, but for the sake of consistently am using ‘SM’ throughout my analysis.



Introduction

In 1984, the newly-formed British bisexual newsletter Bi-Monthly ran a competition for

«

readers to design a “Bisexual Pride” symbol’, which they hoped would become as ‘instantly
recognisable’ as the pink triangle, the Venus symbol, and the Greek letter A (lambda), which
represented gay liberation in the 1970s and 1980s.! This was intended to have the practical
function of ‘appearing as the logo of this Newsletter, on badges, T-shirts, banners and so on’, but

also the more abstract goal of enabling bisexual visibility: ‘most people can spot the clone image

in the street, but how can one perpetrate a bisexual image?’.2

Twenty-six images were submitted by readers, ranging from the straightforward - the
phrase ‘Hi, i'm bi!” to be used on ‘graffiti or badges’ (Fig. 1) - to the more obscure, including a
weeping eye, a framed letter B, and conjoined androgynous figures (Figs. 2 - 4).3 The most
commonly-recurring image was the use of Venn diagrams incorporating the Venus and Mars
symbols (Figs. 5 - 7), but the winning logo was ultimately one of the most simple - an
appropriation of the yin-yang symbol with combined Venus and Mars symbols superimposed on

the centre (Fig. 8).

Viewed collectively, the competition entries demonstrate the efforts of a fledgling
bisexual community in the early 1980s to define and represent itself. They also highlight some of
the difficulties involved. Many of the entries consisted of several images, the designers apparently
finding a single symbol too restrictive. This was often linked to ideas of gender, with designers
heavily influenced by binary notions of gender even as they tried to move beyond binary
representations. Figure 5 shows two Venn diagrams that were part of the same entry, the first -
of two Mars symbols and one Venus - representing a ‘bisexual man’, and the second - two Venus

symbols and one Mars - a ‘bisexual woman’. Although this presented a binary view of

1 Anonymous, “Logo Competition”, Bi-Monthly, January 1984, 5.
2 Anonymous, “Logo Competition”, 5.
3 Figs. 1-13, unnamed artists, “Entries into the Logo Competition”, Bi-Monthly, March 1984, 8.
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gender, the use of three symbols per gender also invoked an older idea of bisexuality as sexed or
gendered mixity. Figure 9 uses three yin-yang symbols to represent ‘Bi-woman’, ‘Bi-man’ and
‘Bifeminist’, which again involve multiple combinations of the Venus and Mars symbols, as well
as implying that ‘feminist’ is a third significant category in addition to the gender binary. One
entry was a drawing of a bicycle, with wheels that featured Venus and Mars symbols (Fig. 10),
another was a tricycle (Fig. 11), with the caption ‘Tricycle... I'll tri anything?’, potentially to
reclaim portrayals of bisexuality as promiscuous, but also suggesting an effort to move beyond
binary representation. As well as significant usage of the Venus and Mars symbols to represent
binary genders, the entries also demonstrate the difficulty for bisexuals in distinguishing
themselves from gay liberation imagery: two of the entries featured a pink triangle incorporated
into the letter B (Figs. 12 and 13), highlighting the continuing use of symbolism associated with
the gay liberation movement even as bisexuals tried to define themselves independently. Finally,
the competition also highlights the transient nature of these efforts to portray bisexuality. The
winning symbol was later subsumed by the bisexual flag of pink, purple and blue, just as the A
and (to a lesser extent) the pink triangle have been subsumed by the rainbow flag in modern

depictions of homosexuality.

Bi-Monthly’s logo competition was one instance of a recurring effort to define and
represent bisexuality, from the 1970s into the present. Often, the difficulties of so doing are used
to indicate that the task is ultimately fruitless — Donald E. Hall, in his introduction to the 1996
edited collection RePresenting Bisexualities, argued ‘This collection takes as one of its
foundational premises that BISEXUALITY cannot be definitively REPRESENTED’.4 Other writers
have gone further, arguing that bisexuality cannot be represented because it cannot be defined.
In 2013, the bisexual theorist and activist Shiri Eisner introduced her chapter on ‘What is

Bisexuality?’ by stating ‘I have no idea what bisexuality means’.5 Coupled with the heavy emphasis

4 Donald E. Hall, “Bl-ntroduction II”, in RePresenting Bisexualities: Subjects and Cultures of Fluid Desire, eds.
Donald E. Hall and Maria Pramaggiore (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1996), 9.
5 Shiri Eisner, Bi: Notes for a Bisexual Revolution (Berkeley, CA: Seal Press, 2013), 13. Emphasis in original.



in bisexual politics on inclusion and diversity, this can be used to suggest that bisexuality is a
particularly queer identity, resisting binaries and simplistic categorisation: ‘We challenge the
framework within which people think. Many of us refuse to be pigeon-holed neatly, or at all’.6
However, closer attention to the history of bisexuality demonstrates that this is an overly-
simplistic reading. Bi-Monthly’s logo competition shows a bisexual community struggling to
define itself in this period. Bisexuals were both influenced by gay liberation and lesbian feminism,
and seeking to establish an independent identity. They were trying to incorporate an emphasis
on diversity and inclusion, but struggling to represent this in a coherent way. Ultimately, these
difficulties proved insurmountable - the winning logo soon became obsolete, and would not be
recognised by bisexuals today, just as many bisexuals do not recognise the existence of a bisexual
community, even in the twenty-first century.

In this thesis [ explore the problems of defining bisexuality and its politics coherently, and
of navigating its relationship to gay and lesbian politics. The 1970s and 1980s were a very
particular historical moment, when the use of the term ‘bisexual’ to describe sexual attraction
was relatively new, and the binary distinction between gay and straight was just becoming
socially dominant.” I look at the broader circumstances of the 1970s and 1980s in order to
understand why bisexuality was called into being at this point in time, and with what effects.
Ultimately, I argue that the dichotomous political logics underpinning both gay liberation and
lesbian feminism in this period worked to prevent those attracted to multiple genders from
developing a coherent identity politics. The history of bisexuality has wider implications for
histories of sexuality and radical politics, calling into question liberatory narratives of the 1970s
and claims about the ‘queer’ inclusivity of liberationist politics. My concept of ‘multiple-gender-
attraction’, a tool to analyse those who were attracted to multiple genders but did not identify as

bisexual, further develops the field of queer critical history that emphasises a move away from

6 The Off Pink Collective, “Introduction”, in Bisexual Horizons: Politics, Histories, Lives, ed. The Off Pink
Collective (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1996), 2.

7 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890 -
1940 (New York, NY: Basic Books, 1994), 101.



identity labels and static notions of community.

The thesis is based on evidence collated from Bi-Monthly, the gay press and the
publications of gay liberation organisations, as well as oral history testimonies. I interviewed
seventeen individuals between 2018 and 2020, who identified as bisexual or identified otherwise
but experienced attraction to multiple genders. I also compare these with two other sets of
interviews - the recordings of the Hall-Carpenter Archives Oral History Project (1985 - 1999)
stored in the British Library Sound Archive, and the subjects of Charlotte Wolff's Bisexuality: A
Study (1977).8 Taken together, these sources show a continual struggle with the definition and

categorisation of bisexuality, which continued for some interviewees into the present day.

This is the first history of bisexuality in Britain. However, this in fact understates how
little historical work there is on bisexuality as a category of analysis. There is only one other book-
length history of bisexuality - A History of Bisexuality, by Steven Angelides - which focusses
almost entirely on the US context.? Angelides also generally analyses sexological and sociological
understandings of bisexuality in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rather than how
these connected to bisexuality in the late twentieth century and the present. Although useful for
examining the long intellectual history of bisexuality, a topic [ will discuss in greater detail below,

he generally neglects the crucial moment of the 1970s and 1980s.

With Angelides’s notable exception, studies of bisexuality are generally not historical, and
histories of sexuality generally do not account for bisexuality. ‘Bisexuality studies’ also focusses
on the US perspective, and narrating and asserting bisexual identity primarily for an audience of

other bisexuals.10 In both the UK and the US, academic work on bisexuality is dominated by

8 The British Library: Hall-Carpenter Archives (HCA) Oral History Project, C456; Charlotte Wolff,
Bisexuality: A Study (London: Quartet Books, 1977).

9 Steven Angelides, A History of Bisexuality (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

10 Examples of bisexuality studies focusing on Britain include The Off Pink Collective, ed., Bisexual
Horizons: Politics, Histories, Lives (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1996); Loraine Hutchins and Lani
Kaahumanu, eds, Bi Any Other Name: Bisexual People Speak Out (Los Angeles, CA: Alyson Books, 1991);
Kate Harrad, ed., Purple Prose: Bisexuality in Britain (Portland, OR: Thorntree Press, 2016).



sociological and psychological analyses that too often isolate bisexuality from its historical
context. They also generally ignore those who are attracted to multiple genders but do not
identify as bisexual - beyond implicitly or explicitly portraying them as ‘really’ bisexual and

cowardly.1!

Historians have, in turn, neglected bisexuality in their analyses of the sexual past. There
is an extensive history of behaviour that was not contemporaneously identified as bisexual, but
might today be understood as such - for example, Matt Houlbrook and George Chauncey discuss
the relatively common practice before 1950 of ‘normal’ working-class men having sex ‘with men
and womern’, in London and New York.12 Regina Kunzel shows how this also occurred later in the
twentieth century, in the context of US prisons, and argues that the ‘modern’ understanding of a
heterosexual / homosexual binary was ‘considerably less hegemonic and less coherent than
historians have often assumed’.l3 However, bisexuality itself has been neglected, a
historiographical lacuna this thesis seeks to redress. Although the 1970s and 1980s were a key
moment in the history of bisexuality, where bisexuality is mentioned in histories of this period it
is often as a brief, unexplored add-on in discussions about homosexuality. For example, Lucy
Robinson briefly describes Colin Maclnnes, author of Loving Them Both: A Study of Bisexuality and
Bisexuals, as ‘not always public about his homosexuality’, despite the fact that he stated he was

drawing on ‘personal experience’ in writing Loving Them Both and his contemporaries identified

11 For example, Ann Fox, “Developing a Bisexual Identity”, in Bi Any Other Name: Bisexual People Speak
Out, ed. Loraine Hutchins and Lani Kaahumanu (Los Angeles, CA: Alyson Books, 1991), 31: ‘internalised
homophobia is a serious impediment to the development of a positive bisexual identity’; Robyn Ochs,
“What’s in a Name? Why Women Embrace or Resist Bisexual Identity”, in Becoming Visible: Counseling
Bisexuals Across the Lifespan, ed. B. A. Firestein (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2007), 85: ‘It
can be very frustrating for those of us who identify as bisexual when others reject the label we have
worked so long and hard to create a space for’. Ochs argues that the ultimate goal should be to make it
safe for everyone to identify, or not identify, as they wish, but also suggests that rejecting the label of
bisexuality is primarily due to ‘internalised biphobia’.

12 Matt Houlbrook, Queer London: Perils and Pleasures in the Sexual Metropolis, 1918 - 1957 (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), 11; Chauncey, Gay New York, 107-108. Quotations from Houlbrook.
13 Regina Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy: Prison and the Uneven History of Modern American Sexuality (Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 237.



him as attracted to multiple genders.14 Stephen Brooke acknowledges that bisexuality was ‘an
issue not easily accommodated within gay rights at the outset’, but did not explore the nature or

implications of this exclusion any further.15

This project aims to redress this historiographical erasure, but it is not a ‘recovery’
history, seeking to make bisexuality more visible in the historical record for its own sake.
Although recovery-focussed histories have important political value, my work is also influenced
by queer history that problematises an over-reliance on identity labels. Furthermore, taking
bisexuality seriously has implications for historiography beyond simply an additive approach.
The case study of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction can be used to break apart accepted
chronologies, categories and explanatory frameworks in histories of gender and sexuality.
Specifically, this thesis argues that the ‘liberatory moment’ of the 1970s looks very different when
bisexuality, rather than homosexuality, is the starting point. The exclusion of bisexuality and
attraction to multiple genders by gay liberation and lesbian feminism challenges linear narratives
of sexual liberation and progress in this period, in favour of more complex and contingent
chronologies. Bisexual invisibility and the lack of a coherent community to provide resolution to
linear ‘coming out’ narratives mean that conventional understandings of ‘coming out’ are also
altered by attention to bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction. Exploring the history of
bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction therefore has the potential to transform

understandings of periodisation, chronology and identity narratives.

Another reason that this thesis is not simply a recovery of bisexual identity, seeking to
empower people attracted to multiple genders through awareness of their own history, is

because [ take a more critical approach to bisexual politics than most works of bisexuality studies.

14 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 48; Colin Maclnnes, Loving Them Both: A Study of Bisexuality and
Bisexuals (London: Martin Brian & O’Keeffe Limited, 1973), 8. MacInnes was identified as being attracted
to multiple genders in a review by Roger Baker, “Stud Against the Wall”, Gay News, August 1973, 13,
which states that MacInnes ‘despises homosexuals and despises women but will cheerfully stick his cock
up the arse of either’.

15 Stephen Brooke, Sexual Politics: Sexuality, Family Planning and the British Left from the 1880s to the
Present Day (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 229.



Although bisexual organisations in the 1980s sought to construct a specifically bisexual politics
based on inclusivity and sexual liberation, they paradoxically sought to define themselves against
lesbian and gay politics, and thus excluded both political ideas and individuals. Celebrations of
bisexuality and attraction to multiple genders as inherently more radical by virtue of their
supposed diversity and inclusion also allowed bisexuals to leave their own prejudices and
exclusions unexamined. My thesis will examine these exclusions, especially in relation to race and
gender, and move beyond exceptionalising approaches to analyse how connections between

attraction, relationships and identity changed over time.

In taking this more critical approach I build on the work of, particularly, Clare Hemmings,
whose cultural geography Bisexual Spaces critically interrogates the ‘repeated rhetorical
invocations’ of bisexuality’s supposed queerness and diversity, and Merl Storr, who explores ‘not
just [bisexuality]’s potential for opening up new ways of understanding gender and sexuality, but
also its potential for obscuring or even foreclosing new understandings - its limitations as well
as its possibilities’.16 Storr analyses the racialised and imperialist history of the development of
bisexuality as a sexological concept concerning sexed and gendered mixity in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, to demonstrate the limitations of bisexuals’ claim to
multiculturalism and racial diversity.17 I will discuss this in greater detail below, and it provides
a useful pre-history of the myopic approach to race seen in bisexual communities in the 1970s
and 1980s. Hemmings’ work has been particularly influential in the formation of my approach,
and her focus on specific case studies in the US - especially the tension between lesbians and
bisexuals in Northampton, Massachusetts, and the effort to develop a bisexual politics in the 1990
US National Bisexual Conference - have many similarities with my own analysis of these

dynamics in Britain. That said, there are key differences between the US and British contexts that

16 Clare Hemmings, Bisexual Spaces: A Geography of Sexuality and Gender (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), 5;
Merl Storr, ed., Bisexuality: A Critical Reader (London: Routledge, 1999), 1.

17 Merl Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’: Bisexuality, History and Racialisation”, in The Bisexual

Imaginary: Representation, Identity and Desire, ed. Bi Academic Intervention (London: Cassell, 1997), 80.



[ will explore throughout the thesis, and Hemmings also generally focusses on these debates in
the 1990s, rather than the historical trajectories that influenced and presaged them. This thesis
therefore adapts the ‘critical bisexuality studies’ approach of Storr and Hemmings for the British
context, and for the historical moment of the 1970s and 1980s when bisexuality as an identity

category was first brought into being.

Methodology and Queer History

‘Multiple-gender-attraction’ is an umbrella term encompassing the potential to be
attracted (usually sexually and romantically, but sometimes otherwise) to more than one gender.
Those who identified as bisexual experienced multiple-gender-attraction, but many who did not
identify as bisexual were attracted to multiple genders as well. In addition to queering and
complicating notions about a stable bisexuality in the past, multiple-gender-attraction is a useful
concept because many people attracted to multiple genders identified as something other than
bisexual - in large part due to the stigmatisation and lack of clarity about bisexual identity that
this thesis explores. These people’s experiences of attraction and identity are relevant to my
broader questions about inclusion, exclusion, politics and storytelling; they are therefore also
relevant for analyses of bisexuality in the past. Many people who wrote in to Gay News magazine,
for example, described themselves as ‘not 100% gay’, ‘not totally gay, I suppose’ or ‘gay (well
actually, bisexual with a strong homosexual bias)’.18 Other men described themselves as gay
because they had sex with men, but were married to women and described a close or romantic
bond with their wives.1? The approach of political lesbians who acknowledged attraction to men
while rejecting bisexual identity also informs us about the tensions between feminism, lesbianism
and bisexuality in this period. A queer history of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction is

alive to these complexities, and to the ‘elasticity, mobility and plasticity’ of attraction and identity

18 Alison Hennegan, “Ray and Penny”, Gay News, January 1978, 20; Anonymous, “School - It’s Like This,
says gay pupil Danny”, Gay News, March 1979, 2; Anonymous, “I'm Tired of Being Gay”, Gay News, August
1972, 3.

19 Keith Howes, “A Matter of Conscience”, Gay News, March 1977, 21.



categories.20

Multiple-gender-attraction, then, is not an identity, but a description of potential
attraction. Other writers have used the terms ‘bisexual umbrella’, ‘behaviourally bisexual’,
‘plurisexual’, ‘polysexual’ and even the Freudian term ‘polymorphous perversity’ in similar efforts
to analyse those who are attracted to more than one gender but do not identify as bisexual.2! The
first two options, for my purposes, still cleave too closely to the identity label of bisexual. Although
they intend to problematise the label of ‘bisexuality’, they still struggle to describe experiences
independent of this language. ‘Plurisexual’ and ‘polysexual’, while more linguistically
straightforward than ‘multiple-gender-attraction’, are also too similar to existing identity labels,
and risk simply including other, albeit broader, terms into a ‘paradigm of gay and lesbian [and
bisexual and trans] identities’, rather than actively moving away from this paradigm.22 These
terms could also be confused with non-monogamy or polyamory - although bisexuality and
attraction to multiple genders were often linked to non-monogamy in the 1970s and 1980s, they
were not interchangeable, as [ will discuss in Chapter Four, and many of those who were attracted
to multiple genders rejected these links as stigmatising and stereotypical. Finally, although
Sigmund Freud did not intend ‘perversity’ to carry the same stigma it does today, current
understandings of the word suggest that interviewees would not respond well to the use of
‘polymorphous perversity’. ‘Polymorphous perversity’ also places too much emphasis on

psychological and sexological discourses which, as [ will argue below, meant that bisexuality was

20 Sharon Marcus, Between Women: Friendship, Desire and Marriage in Victorian England (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2007), 13.

21 Corey E. Flanders, “Introduction to the Special Issue: Under the Bisexual Umbrella: Diversity of Identity
and Experience”, Journal of Bisexuality 17, no. 1 (2017): 1; Joseph P. Stokes, Robin L. Miller and Rhonda
Mundhenk, “Toward an understanding of behaviourally bisexual men: The influence of context and
culture”, The Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality 7, no. 2 (1998): 101-113; M. Paz Galupo, “Plurisexual
Identity Labels and the Marking of Bisexual Desire”, in Bisexuality: Theories, Research, and
Recommendations for the Invisible Sexuality, eds. D. Joye Swan and Shani Habibi (Cham, Switzerland:
Springer, 2018), 61-76; Amney ]. Harper and Renae Swanson, “Nonsequential Task Model of
Bi/Pan/Polysexual Identity Development”, Journal of Bisexuality 19, no. 3 (2019): 337-360; Lisa Power,
“Forbidden Fruit”, in Anti-Gay, ed. Mark Simpson (London: Freedom Editions, 1996), 56.

22 Nan Alamilla Boyd, “Who is the subject? Queer Theory Meets Oral History”, Journal of the History of
Sexuality, 17, no. 2 (May 2008): 186.
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considered a stage of development, rather than a coherent identity, as late as the 1970s. Although
[ am seeking to move away from an over-reliance on bisexuality as an identity category,
replicating the language of scientific discourses that prevented this category existing for many

decades seems an unhelpful way to do this.

[ use ‘multiple-gender’ rather than ‘bi-gender’ or ‘dual-gender’ to move beyond binary
understandings of gender. The focus on attraction, rather than behaviour or relationships, was
influenced by work among current bisexual activists which stresses that an individual’s
understanding of their own feelings should be more important than their behaviour or sexual
object-choice in relation to their sexual identity.23 My recruitment advertisement therefore
described the project as ‘Multiple-gender-attraction and bisexuality in 1970s and 1980s Britain:
an oral history project’. Interviewees were sought who fulfilled ‘one or more of the following
criteria’, laid out in bullet-point form:

Identify as bisexual or pansexual
Identified as bisexual or pansexual in the past

Have had relationships with people of multiple genders
Have been attracted to people of multiple genders

The use of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ develops the work of queer theory because it allows
analysis of attraction and behaviour without itself being an identity label. As well as recognising
that bisexuality in the 1970s and 1980s was an unstable and contested category, ‘multiple-
gender-attraction’ enables practical ways of working with this recognition to analyse historical
subjects, without having to sacrifice the principles of queer theory by linking people in the past

to identities that they rejected.

The term ‘attraction’ poses some difficulties connected with identifying emotions - in this
case attraction - in the past. For example, would the ‘very deep and lasting affectionate’, but not
sexual, relationship that the gay vicar Peter Elers described having with his wife constitute

‘attraction’?24 The Hall-Carpenter Archives Oral History Project interviewed 230 individuals in

23 Ochs, “What’s in a Name?”, 84.
24 Howes, “A Matter of Conscience”, 21.
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total between 1985 and 1999, of which only one identified as bisexual, although many of them
described relationships with more than one gender.25 Several lesbian interviewees reflected
positively on their past relationships with men, describing feelings of fondness and affection.26
However, they very rarely used the word ‘attraction’, making it more difficult to determine

whether these emotions are evidence of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’.

My approach in these cases has been to use the labels that historical subjects use for
themselves (gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, and others) wherever possible, and to keep the concept
of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ as broad as possible by including people who demonstrated some
evidence of love, affection or sexual attraction to more than one gender - to paraphrase bisexual
activist Robyn Ochs, not necessarily at the same time, in the same way, or to the same degree.2”
Describing something as ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ should not therefore be read as a statement
about how a historical subject might identify today, or whether their emotions met an arbitrary
standard of ‘authentic’ attraction, if such a standard were even possible to determine. Nor should
the broad application of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ be read as an endorsement of the idea that
everyone could potentially be described as attracted to multiple genders, the limitations of which
[ will discuss below. Examples of multiple-gender-attraction have been included where they

develop, support or complicate the analysis relating to bisexuality.

In relation to using ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ in an oral history context, some of the
issues regarding the scope of the term are less fraught because interviewees decided whether to
include themselves in the project, and usually stated how they identified upfront. That said, some
interviewees treated ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ as essentially synonymous with bisexuality,

while others found it confusing. The stigma that made some individuals unwilling to identify

25 Dave Godin, b. 1936, interviewed by Margot Farnham (MF), 10 June 1990, The British Library: HCA Oral
History Project, C456/88.

26 Gilli Salvat, b. 1942, interviewed by Allegra Damji (AD), 29 June 1986, The British Library: HCA Oral
History Project, C456/40; Liz Kelly, b. 1951, interviewed by MF, 16 March 1991, The British Library: HCA
Oral History Project, C456/105; Diane Langford, b. 1941, interviewed by MF, 10 May 1991, The British
Library: HCA Oral History Project, C456/107.

27 Ochs, “What’s in a Name?”, 84.
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themselves as ‘bisexual’ also meant that others were understandably keen to defend bisexuality
against perceived undermining or delegitimisation. While I wanted to include people who did not
identify as bisexual in the project, I also did not want to alienate those who did, or cast aspersions

on their identity.

At the end of the interview with Curtis (b. 1958), for example, I mentioned to him that I
was particularly keen to recruit people who did not identify as bisexual, since they might be more
difficult to find. He seemed confused, and in his response questioned the idea that just because
men ‘had sex with other men doesn’t necessarily mean they were bisexual’:

they must’'ve got some sexual... satisfaction out of doing that [...] why run the risk - also

huge risk, of course, of criminalisation - being caught, or being beaten up, if you're not -

Surely they had some sexual orientation that was bisexual? I can’t see that they’re not

bisexual or gay. Unless they’re doing it for prostitution reasons.28
For Curtis, multiple-gender-attraction was equivalent to ‘some sexual orientation that was
bisexual’, and my effort to separate them did not make any sense. Although queer oral historians
may receive similar responses from interviewees who identify as gay or lesbian, and do not
support the move away from identity labels, the comparatively recent and less-established nature

of ‘bisexual’ as an identity label means that bisexuals are more likely to be sensitive to perceived

attempts to delegitimise it.

[ will now discuss the relationship between queer history and oral history in more detail,
as well as the practical ways I incorporated queer oral history into my methodology. My initial
conceptualisation of this thesis focussed more heavily on ‘recovery’ and ‘empowerment’ models
of oral history, which seek to ‘recover’ the voices of traditionally-disenfranchised groups, in order
to empower them.29 | hoped that oral history methodology would enable me to understand my
interviewees ‘on their own terms’, in contrast to previously-studied written sources which tended
to discuss multiple-gender-attraction in a framework of binaries dominated by the concerns of

others. Both recovery-focussed and empowerment-focussed approaches can be seen in LGBT oral

28 Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018.
29 Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 154-155.
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histories. For example, the Hall-Carpenter Archives Oral History Project produced two books in
1989, one containing ‘Gay Men’s Life Stories’ and the other ‘Lesbian Life Stories’.30 In these, they
explained the rationale for the project: to recover ‘what is hidden, neglected or dismissed by the
traditional focus of history’, and thus become ‘active participants of our own history and [...] have
more control over its interpretation’.3! As this statement indicates, ‘recovering’ voices which had
been ‘hidden’ or ‘dismissed’ was assumed to lead to the empowerment of the people whose voices
were recovered, usually by redressing power imbalances in historical scholarship. Although these
historiographical power imbalances have led to the exclusion of many groups, including women,
working-class people and people of colour, some LGBT historians have suggested that recovery-
and empowerment-based oral history is particularly relevant to marginalised sexualities: such as
the San Francisco Gay History Project, which argued in 1979 that ‘oral histories are particularly
vital to a reconstruction of gay history since written records of our past rarely exist or have been

censored or destroyed’.32

Some of these earlier iterations of recovery and empowerment-based oral history have
been criticised by more recent works. Criticisms of an empowerment-focussed oral history
include the argument that these approaches are patronising to their subjects and ignore the
power dynamics in the interview scenario. In 1982, in relation to working-class interviewees, the
Popular Memory Group of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) pointed out that
‘the historian may assert that he [sic] has “sat at the feet of working-class witnesses” [...] it is,
however, he that produces the final account, he that provides the dominant interpretation, he that

judges what is true and not true’.33

30 Hall-Carpenter Archives Gay Men'’s Oral History Project, Walking After Midnight: Gay Men’s Life Stories
(London: Routledge, 1989); Hall-Carpenter Archives Lesbian Oral History Project, Inventing Ourselves:
Lesbian Life Stories (London: Routledge, 1989).

31 HCA Gay Men, Walking After Midnight, 1.

32 San Francisco Gay History Project, quoted in Kevin P. Murphy, Jennifer L. Pierce and Jason Ruiz, “What
Makes Queer Oral History Different”, Oral History Review 43, no. 1 (2016): 4.

33 Popular Memory Group, What do we mean by Popular Memory? (Birmingham: Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, 1982), 17.
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It could be argued that this criticism is less applicable to LGBT oral histories, as often
(although not always) the historian shares a marginalised sexual identity with the interviewee,
as I will discuss further below. However, feminist oral historians have also written about the
importance of acknowledging power differentials between interviewer and interviewee, even
when they share the oppressed identity of ‘woman’. In 1991, Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne
Patai reflected back on earlier feminist work which had emphasised the empowering nature of
oral history interviews between women, saying: ‘not all of us had yet leaned to be sceptical of the
claims for a single feminist methodology. Our assumptions had the effect of foregrounding gender
while obscuring the possible centrality of other factors - race and class in particular’.34 A shared
identity between interviewer and interviewee does not negate other power dynamics in the
interview scenario. Indeed, it may make the potential risks of exploitation more great, as Judith
Stacey argues: ‘the appearance of greater respect for and equality with research subjects [...]
might actually mask a deeper, more dangerous form of exploitation’, with heightened personal
involvement in the research process increasing the chances of interviewees feeling betrayed or
manipulated by the researcher.35 Although Stacey is referring to ethnography, which generally
involves more sustained periods of interaction than oral history interviews, it is possible to see
how the same problems of exploitation and power differentials can be manifested in the context
of queer oral history. To argue that oral history in itself empowers disenfranchised groups
overlooks the more tangible benefits to the researcher in terms of career advancement and

prestige.

Claiming to ‘recover’ testimonies of ‘silenced’ communities also implies that these
testimonies were pre-existing and waiting to be discovered, and that the communities have

existed in a similarly static form. This is particularly problematic for this thesis, given that the

34 Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai, quoted in Nan Alamilla Boyd and Horacio N. Roque Ramirez,
eds, Bodies of Evidence: The Practice of Queer Oral History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 6-7.
35 Judith Stacey, “Can There Be A Feminist Ethnography?”, Women’s Studies International Forum 11, no. 1
(1988): 22.
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uneven and uncertain development of a bisexual community or communities is one of the key
areas of analysis. Queer history has sought to challenge these foundational assumptions in LGBT
history, refusing to ‘trac[e] back modern sexual identities’, and dismissing ‘any notion of an
unchanging and recognisable homosexual [or bisexual or trans] personhood across history’.36
This approach is influenced by social constructionism, but also goes further, emphasising the
fluidity of sexual attraction and behaviour and the ‘fictitious’ nature of a binary between
heterosexual and homosexual, ‘acknowledg[ing] at the outset the unknowability and
indeterminacy of the sexual past’.37? More recent interventions have also sought to move beyond
a binary of ‘normative’ and ‘queer’, highlighting that this can often be analogous to the
hetero/homosexual binary that queer theory initially set out to destabilise. This can involve
‘thinking queer’ about subjects that do not easily fit into LGBT identity categories, and potentially
have little to do with ideas about sex or sexuality.38 ‘Queer’ is theorised as a set of practices - of
setting aside categorisation and binaries, and historicising social and cultural formations - rather
than an identity: moving ‘from something we consider our subjects to be, to something we do’.39
Queer critical history therefore helps move away from the problems with recovery- and
empowerment-focussed approaches that present communities as existing in a coherent and
recognisable way throughout time, for researchers to ‘recover’ and thus empower. I describe this
project as a queer oral history not because my interviewees could be classified as ‘queer’, but
because I seek to use oral history to historicise the development of bisexuality, to examine how
individuals negotiated circulating discourses of bisexuality and attraction to multiple genders,

and to explore the ways in which bisexuality could be considered both ‘normative’ and ‘queer’.

36 Laura Doan, Disturbing Practices: History, Memory and Women'’s Experience of Modern War (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2013), 61; Brian Lewis, “Introduction: British Queer History”, in British Queer
History: New Approaches and Perspectives, ed. Brian Lewis (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2013), 2.

37 Lewis, “British Queer History”, 2; Doan, Disturbing Practices, 61.

38 Matt Houlbrook, “Thinking Queer: The Social and the Sexual in Interwar Britain”, in British Queer
History: New Approaches and Perspectives, ed. Brian Lewis (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2013),135.

39 Houlbrook, “Thinking Queer”, 138, 134.
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The relationship between queer critical history and oral history is a fraught one. On the
one hand, oral history methodologies provide an opportunity to ground the ‘high theory’ ideas of
queer history, and make these ideas more accessible.40 On the other hand, Nan Alamilla Boyd
writes that the history of sexuality is ‘structured through the voices of intelligible speakers’, and
the use of oral history can exacerbate this.4! She questions how the historian can ‘move beyond
the limits of identity politics’ when reliant on those who are able to form coherent narratives.42 [
sought to develop a queer oral history methodology of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction
that took Boyd’s concerns into account, paying particular attention to narratives that were

incoherent, disjointed or partial.

Kevin P. Murphy, Jennifer L. Pierce and Jason Ruiz argue that queer oral history’s attention
to ‘partiality’ is a key factor in its ‘queerness’.#3 One meaning of partiality is the state of being
partial or unfinished: interviews can always provide more detail or new perspectives from
different contexts. Oral history, therefore, is ‘always a work in progress [ ...] never an authoritative
and finished narrative about the past’.44 The ‘unfinishedness’ of oral history parallels José Esteban
Mufoz’s statement on queerness: ‘Queerness is not here yet [...] we are not yet queer’, as well as
Laura Doan’s statement about queer critical history being a site where debates ‘remain
(satisfyingly) unresolved and highly contested’.45> Some works in critical bisexuality studies also
refer to the importance of ideas of incompleteness. Hemmings writes that ‘the nature of bisexual
social existence is always partial, most often experienced within communities that do not
recognise bisexuality as discrete (or viable)’, and Eisner argues that the association between

bisexuality ‘and inauthenticity, partiality [...] hybridity’ seems ‘unpalatable’ but has a ‘subversive

40 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 2.

41 Boyd, “Who is the subject?”, 189.

42 Boyd, “Who is the subject?”, 186.

43 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 7-8.

44 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 8.

45 José Esteban Mufioz, quoted in Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 8; Doan, Disturbing Practices, 43.
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power’.46

Another meaning of partiality that Murphy et al discuss is in the sense of ‘affective
relations’ between interviewer and interviewee.#” Nan Alamilla Boyd and Horacio N. Roque
Ramirez also discuss affective relations in Bodies of Evidence: The Practice of Queer Oral History,
arguing that the ‘interpersonal dynamics at play during oral history interviews’ are crucial in
disturbing ideas about community formation and identity.8 Reflexivity and self-awareness about
my position as an interviewer is therefore one important way of applying theories of queer critical

history to my oral history practice.

Of course, reflexivity is by no means exclusive to queer oral history methods. Michael
Roper describes a ‘reflexive turn’ in oral history in recent decades, primarily influenced by
feminist history, which Boyd and Ramirez also acknowledge.#® This helps to mitigate some of the
problems of empowerment-focussed oral histories discussed above, by demystifying the power
relations in interview scenarios and making historians’ own investments clear. I found the explicit
recognition of their subjectivity by feminist oral historians such as Penny Summerfield and Kate
Fisher particularly helpful for understanding the interview dynamics and the subsequent
interpretation of the interviews, even though they were not working on queer or LGBT oral

histories.50

Fisher argues that the different genders and marital status of the three interviewers
involved in her project had both advantages and disadvantages for their interviewing, with her

youth and unmarried status sometimes justifying probing questions on the grounds of curiosity

46 Clare Hemmings, “A Feminist Methodology of the Personal: Bisexual Experience and Feminist Post-
Structuralist Epistemology”, in Channa Subhandra (ed.), Feminist Methodology (New Delhi: Cosmo, 2006),
295; Eisner, Bi, 127-128.

47 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 7-8.

48 Boyd and Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence, 9, 15.

49 Michael Roper, “Analysing the Analysed: Transference and Counter-Transference in the Oral History
Encounter”, Oral History, 31, 2 (2003): 21; Boyd and Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence, 2.

50 Penny Summerfield, Reconstructing Women's Wartime Lives: Discourse and Subjectivity in Oral Histories
of the Second World War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998); Kate Fisher, Birth Control, sex
and marriage in Britain, 1918-60 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).
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or naivety, whereas Simon Szreter’s position as an older man with children could facilitate
empathising over shared experience.5! Summerfield analyses her own intellectual background as
well as the race, age and sexuality of herself and the two other interviewers on her project, and
explains how they tried to present themselves as ‘open, friendly, relaxed, non-hierarchical and
nice-to-talk-to’.52 She also explicitly notes ‘markers of other identities’, saying: ‘1 was eight months
pregnant when we started interviewing in 1991, Hilary had been an office worker and teacher of
secretarial skills before becoming a university student, Nicole had strong non-academic interests
in film, television and journalism’.53 These markers are not just acknowledged, but integrated
throughout her analysis, such as in the final chapter where she points out that her pregnancy may

have been a factor when interviewing a woman who was not married and had no children.54

Fisher’s focus on the potentially difficult issues of sex and contraception meant that her
careful approach to recruitment influenced my own. She primarily recruited through community
groups, allowing potential interviewees to ‘examine the researchers, ask questions, and decide at
their leisure whether or not to be interviewed’, to encourage those who might otherwise be
reticent.55 [ delivered talks and workshops about my research at bisexual community
organisations and events, encouraging attendees to begin thinking about bisexuality in the past
before asking if they were interested in being interviewed. This approach was particularly
successful with the Opening Doors London Bi The Way group, as Opening Doors London is a
charity focussing specifically on older LGBTQ people and thus attendees all had memories of the
1970s and 1980s. Louise (b. 1966), Ossian (b. 1954) and Chryssy (b. 1962) were all recruited
through Bi The Way.5¢6 Another workshop at the 2018 BiCon (UK National Bisexual Conference)

used historical sources about bisexuality as prompts for a group discussion, which was very well-

51 Fisher, Birth Control, 19.

52 Summerfield, Women’s Wartime Lives, 21.

53 Summerfield, Women’s Wartime Lives, 21.

54 Summerfield, Women’s Wartime Lives, 181.

55 Fisher, Birth Control, 14.

56 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, 27 July 2018; Interview with Ossian (pseudonym), b. 1954, 13 August
2018; Interview with Chryssy, b. 1962, 12 September 2018.
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attended although by predominantly younger people. This was still effective as an indirect form
of recruitment, however. Although only two attendees, Ian (b. 1962) and Nigel (b. 1963), went on
to be interviewed, other attendees shared information more widely about the workshop and the
project.57 Alison (b. 1967) was recruited this way, as she heard about the workshop afterwards
via word of mouth, and Neil (b. 1958) was similarly recruited through word-of-mouth after a brief
talk at London Bi Fest.58 Carmen (b. 1949) approached me after I gave a presentation at an
academic conference, which was not specifically seeking to recruit interviewees but in which I
spoke about my research.5® The attendees at bisexual community events also highlighted how
most bisexual groups serve an overwhelmingly white and (with the exception of Bi The Way,
which was specifically targeted at older people) relatively young demographic - itself significant

for my analysis of bisexual communities’ inclusions and exclusions.

This awareness of bisexual communities’ exclusions meant [ also sought out non-
community-oriented ways of recruiting interviewees, to find people who were not involved in
bisexual organisations. Aidan (b. 1971), Curtis (b. 1958), and Vera (b. 1960) all contacted me after
seeing my recruitment advertisement shared on Twitter.® I had not anticipated much
recruitment through social media, but use of the #BisexualVisibilityDay hashtag on 23rd
September proved helpful, along with the fact that it was shared by some accounts with large
followings that had themselves formed an online bisexual community. The importance of the
Internet for enabling new forms of community was discussed by some interviewees, as [ will

explore in Chapter Five.

All of the interviewees recruited by the above means identified as bisexual at the time of

our interview, except Carmen and Chryssy who identified as pansexual. Even when they did not

57 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019; Interview with Nigel, b. 1963, 12 January 2019.

58 Interview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018; Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b.
1958, 26 September 2018.

59 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.

60 Interview with Aidan, b. 1971, 22 June 2018; Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018;
Interview with Vera (pseudonym), b. 1960, 26 October 2018 and 8 November 2018.
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engage with bisexual communities, they generally still felt connected to bisexual identity.
However, posting the recruitment advertisement in the letters page of Diva magazine, which is
aimed at lesbians and bisexual women, led me to find Judith (b. 1954), who also recommended
me to Elsa (b. 1951).61 Both asked beforehand whether they would ‘count’, as lesbians who had
previously been in relationships with men, but once they had been reassured of this fact they
were happy to be interviewed. Not identifying as bisexual did not prevent them from agreeing to
take part. The use of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’, combined with targeting media aimed at wider
audiences, was therefore successful in terms of recruiting interviewees who were attracted to

multiple genders and did not consider themselves bisexual.

The ‘snowball sampling’ method, of finding interviewees through connection to other
interviewees, by which I recruited Elsa also extended my geographical reach beyond England: lan
suggested [ speak to Kate (b. 1960), who was based in Edinburgh, who then connected me to Dave
(b. 1960).62 Two other interviewees - Gwen (b. 1951) and Lisa (b. 1954) - agreed to be
interviewed after I contacted them directly, having found out about their work in the gay
liberation movement through written sources.53 In total, eleven of the seventeen interviewees
identified primarily as bisexual at the time of our interview - although many additionally
identified as ‘queer’, and one as ‘heteroflexible’. Two identified primarily as pansexual, three as
lesbian, and one as primarily gay or ‘not straight’. Many had identified differently in the 1970s
and 1980s, primarily as gay men or lesbians, and I will explore how interviewees changed their

identities over time in greater detail throughout this thesis.

Although I achieved the aim of interviewing people with a range of attitudes towards
bisexual identity and community, in many other ways the interview sample could not be

described as ‘representative’. Unlike both Fisher and Summerfield, [ was the only interviewer on

61 Interview with Judith (pseudonym), b. 1954, 11 October 2018; Interview with Elsa (pseudonym), b.
1951, 29 January 2019.

62 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019; Interview with Dave, b. 1960, 11 January 2020.

63 Interview with Gwen (pseudonym), b. 1951, 9 October 2018; Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
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this project. Doubtless aspects of my own identity and presentation affected all stages of the
interview process. My race (white) likely affected the interviewees [ was able to recruit - only
white people volunteered to be interviewed, although I did contact organisations for bisexual and
LGBTQ people of colour as part of the organisation-focussed stage of recruitment. Given the
continuing marginalisation of people of colour in bisexual and wider LGBTQ communities, and
the ways in which white researchers have historically exploited racialised subjects, it is probable
that they felt less inclined to trust a white historian with their experiences.6* This limits the
representativeness of my interviewees, which is particularly unfortunate given that bisexuality
was historically racialised, as [ will discuss below, although I sought to address race by analysing

how whiteness operated in these discourses and in the interviews.

In terms of geographical range, the vast majority of interviewees were based in England.
Although two of the organisations I recruited through (Opening Doors London and London Bi
Fest) were London-based, interviewees came from a range of locations within England: four in
London, two in the South East, five in the Midlands, and two in Yorkshire. Two interviewees (Kate
and Dave) lived in Scotland and their memories focussed on this, but Northern Ireland and Wales
were unrepresented: although two interviews took place in Wales, both interviewees had moved

there later in life and their memories focussed on England.

Like Summerfield and her fellow interviewers, I sought to present myself as friendly and
‘nice-to-talk-to’.65 This was largely successful, and in about half of the interviews our
conversations went on for much longer than just the interview itself - with, for example,
interviewees inviting me to stay for lunch or spending more time showing me saved photos, books
or press clippings. Gender was probably a factor here, as this happened more frequently

(although not exclusively) with female interviewees. I am also middle-class, and from a middle-

64 Daphne Patai, “US Academics and Third World Women: s Ethical Research Possible?”, in Women’s
Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, ed. Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York, NY:
Routledge, 1991), 137; Sherry Gorelick, “Contradictions of Feminist Methodology”, Gender & Society 5, no.
4 (1991): 349-477.

65 Summerfield, Women’s Wartime Lives, 21.
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class background - this, coupled with the fact that [ was studying for a PhD and therefore had
extensive formal education, also affected the interview dynamic. The interviewees themselves
were primarily middle-class but not overwhelmingly so, with careers ranging from gardener to
academic, and many who were middle-class as adults came from more working-class origins.
Some interviewees appeared keen to ‘prove’ or justify their own educational backgrounds,
especially mentioning if they had themselves done or considered doing a PhD, which could be
seen as a manifestation of insecurity. At the same time, as Jeska Rees experienced when
interviewing second-wave feminists, it was not always the case that I was in a position of power,
with educational and economic advantages over the interviewees.66 Rees’s interviewees were ‘all
educated, older than myself, and with a considerable record of participation in the political
discourses of their times [...] confident, eloquent and clear in their responses’.6’ This was not the
case for all those I interviewed, but it did occur in some cases, especially if interviewees had been
more actively involved in gay, lesbian or bisexual organisations. As with Rees, interviewees were
all considerably older than myself - in Chapter Five, I will discuss how several interviewees
referred to my age (early twenties) to make broader points about change over time, and whether

they thought things were better or worse for young people of my generation.

As mentioned above, this reflexivity in oral history is by no means specific to queer oral
history, and Fisher, Summerfield and Rees are more influenced by feminist oral history practices.
However, there are also some issues of identity and presentation that are especially pertinent for
queer oral histories. Ann Cvetkovich argues that it is particularly important for historians
working on queer oral history to examine their impact on the interview scenario.s8 As well as
exploring other aspects of the relationship between interviewer and interviewee, queer oral

history asks how this relationship is affected if both parties are, or are believed to be, queer or

66 Jeska Rees, “‘Are you a lesbian?’: Challenges in Recording and Analysing the Women's Liberation
Movement in England”, History Workshop Journal 69 (2010): 184.

67 Rees, “Are you a lesbian?”, 184.

68 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2003), 167.
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LGBT. Although not all oral historians of these issues will themselves be LGBTQ, most writing on
oral history methodology assumes that this will be the case - for example, Cvetkovich refers to
gay and lesbian oral histories as forms of ‘insider ethnography’, and Esther Newton emphasises
the importance of the ‘background assumption’ that she and her interviewees shared: ‘that

women are attracted to women and men to men’.69

Boyd and Ramirez argue that the intimacy that this ‘sexual sameness’ creates is rooted in
the body, in visual cues relating to physical appearance: ‘sexual embodiment’ and ‘body-based
knowing’.70¢ However, as Eisner argues, bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction are ‘not
“known” to have any visual markers’.7! As a result, bisexuals ‘are routinely accused of fraudulence,
perceived as invisible, and forced to deal with others’ doubts’.”2 There were therefore no clear
embodied or gendered ‘visual markers’ I gave to interviewees to indicate ‘sexual sameness’. Often,
interviewees tried to determine this themselves, either by directly asking about my sexuality (in
a manner similar to Rees’s interviewees asking whether she was a lesbian to determine which
‘side’ she was ‘on’), or by asking loaded questions about what made me interested in the history
of bisexuality in particular.73 My general strategy was to tell the truth if prompted, but not to pre-
empt this questioning - however, this inconsistency makes it difficult to determine how far
interviewees’ disclosures were affected by their perceptions of my identity. Furthermore, the
concept of ‘sexual sameness’ suggests that people who use the same identity label are sexually
‘the same’, something that the range of identities, attractions and behaviours across my
interviewees clearly disproved. One interviewee, Louise, explicitly stated: ‘You can have
somebody saying they’re bisexual, and someone else saying they’re bisexual, and their actual...

the way their sexuality is expressed is completely different. Especially with bisexual people’.74

69 Cvetkovich, Archive of Feelings, 167; Esther Newton, quoted in Boyd and Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence, 9-
10.

70 Boyd and Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence, 9.

71 Eisner, Bi, 112.

72 Eisner, Bi, 112.

73 Rees, “Are you a lesbian?”, 184.

74 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, 27 July 2018.
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Finally, my research questions and interest in the subject of bisexuality and multiple-gender-
attraction have been affected by my own identity, but not just in the straightforward sense that
interviewees were often suggesting. I didn’t share with interviewees my own scepticism about
the political and personal value of ‘coming out’, or my awareness of — but lack of direct
participation in - LGBTQ and bisexual organisations. However, interviewees may have picked up
on this through non-verbal cues, and my own views probably made my questioning and

subsequent analysis of these topics more critical.

In queer oral history, the methodologies of oral history provide a unique opportunity to
relate the ideas and conceptual analysis of queer theory, which can sometimes be overly-abstract,
to the practical issues of recruiting interviewees and conducting and analysing interviews. The
complexity of interviewees’ life histories, their changing identities, and the ways that memories
present a partial picture of the past rather than an essential ‘truth’, means that they challenge the
idea of an ‘unchanging and recognisable’ sexual subjectivity.”> Whilst [ do not make a claim to the
‘representativeness’ of my interview sample, particularly in relation to race, my use of ‘multiple-
gender-attraction’ was successful in recruiting interviewees with a range of identities, moving my
methodology and analysis away from sexual identity politics and towards a queer oral history
that focusses on the changing connections between attraction, relationships and identity

expressed by interviewees.

The Long History of Bisexuality

In the previous section I discussed the methodological background of my thesis in
reflexive oral history practices, especially queer oral history. I will now discuss some of the
empirical background - the ‘long history’ of bisexuality and the factors affecting its position in the
1970s and 1980s. In what has become a standard reading of Michel Foucault, the ‘scientia

sexualis’ of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries constructed categories of sexuality by setting

75 Lewis, “British Queer History”, 2.
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apart ‘unnatural’ things.”6 Rather than simply repressing homosexuality, this ‘specification’
meant that the nineteenth-century homosexual was designated as a particular ‘species’ and thus
‘became a personage’.”” However, the history of bisexuality shows that the ‘scientia sexualis’ was
actually more complex than this reading suggests. Bisexuality was seen not as a separate species
or category, but as an ‘originary state’ potentially shared by everyone. This meant that the

bisexual could not ‘become a person’ in the same way.

The word ‘bisexual’ was first used in 1859 by the anatomist Robert Bentley Todd, to refer
to the possession of ‘male’ and ‘female’ physical characteristics in the same organism - what today
we would understand as something similar to intersexuality or ‘hermaphroditism’.78 This form of
bisexuality was believed to be ‘located in the observable physical characteristics of plants,
animals or humans’, including male nipples and female facial hair.” The idea was quickly adopted
in the wider context of the ‘scientia sexualis’: for example, Henry Havelock Ellis argued that ‘at an
early stage of development the sexes are indistinguishable’.80 By the beginning of the twentieth
century this meaning had shifted to describe a combination of masculine and feminine psychical
(rather than physical) characteristics - what we might now describe as androgyny.8! Hilary
Malatino argues that this shift presaged the ‘rift between biological sex and gender identity’ in the
mid-twentieth century, a rift which ultimately became foundational for gender studies and queer

theory.82

The contemporary meaning of bisexuality, focussing on attraction rather than sexed or

gendered characteristics, was first used around 1915.83 However, the three meanings - sexed,

76 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (London:
Penguin Books, 1998), 39.

77 Foucault, Sexuality Volume 1, 43.

78 Lachlan MacDowall, “Historicising Contemporary Bisexuality”, Journal of Bisexuality 9, no. 1 (2009): 9.
79 MacDowall, “Historicising Contemporary Bisexuality”, 10.

80 Henry Havelock Ellis, quoted in Storr, Bisexuality Reader, 17.

81 MacDowall, “Historicising Contemporary Bisexuality”, 4.

82 Hilary Malatino, Queer Embodiment: Monstrosity, Medical Violence, and Intersex Experience (Lincoln, NE:
University of Nebraska Press, 2019), 3.

83 MacDowall, “Historicising Contemporary Bisexuality”, 4.
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gendered, and attraction-based bisexuality - coexisted in the same period and sometimes in the
same texts. Freud’s claim about ‘universal bisexuality’, which [ will discuss in greater detail below,
referred to bisexuality as both a combination of masculinity and femininity, and in terms of sexual
object-choice.84 In 1948 Alfred Kinsey, famous for his work on sexual behaviour, nevertheless
described ‘embryonic structures’ as bisexual because they ‘have the potentialities of both sexes’.85
Following Malatino and Jules Gill-Peterson, this blurring of meanings occurred in part because
‘gender’ as a distinct category had not yet been invented, and ‘bisexuality’ as a linked category

was similarly undefined.86

The key feature of bisexuality in these nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
discussions was that it was seen as an early stage of development from which every individual
was expected to evolve. This was the difference between ‘bisexuality’ conceived of as sexual
mixity, and ‘hermaphroditism’: while hermaphroditism was viewed as an ‘anomaly’ that occurred
in adults, bisexuality was constructed as ‘the originary state from which later developments are
made’.87 Even as meanings of bisexuality changed in the early twentieth century from a focus on
sex or gender to a focus on behaviour and attraction, this sense of bisexuality as an ‘originary
state’ was remarkably consistent. Richard von Krafft-Ebing stated in 1886 that ‘the individual
being is originally bisexual’, Havelock Ellis wrote in 1897 about the ‘latent organic bisexuality in
each sex’, and Freud wrote in 1905 that ‘an originally bisexual physical disposition has, in the

course of evolution, become modified into a unisexual one’.88

This construction of bisexuality as an ‘originary state’ left little room for adults who were

attracted to multiple genders. Bisexuality was therefore stigmatised as ‘immature’ or ‘primitive’.

84 Sigmund Freud, quoted in Storr, Bisexuality Reader, 20-21.

85 Alfred Kinsey, quoted in Storr, Bisexuality Reader, 37.

86 Jules Gill-Peterson, Histories of the Transgender Child (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press,
2018), 35.

87 Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’, 80.

88 Richard von Krafft-Ebing, quoted in Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’”, 82; Henry Havelock
Ellis, quoted in Merl Storr, ed., Bisexuality: A Critical Reader (London: Routledge, 1999), 17; Sigmund
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The history of bisexuality was thus an inherently racialised one - seen as part of a ‘primitive
species’.89 Bisexuality was understood not just in the ontogenetic sense (relating to the
development of the foetus), but also in the phylogenetic sense (relating to the development of the
‘species’ or ‘race’).90 Lachlan MacDowall argues that Todd’s 1859 conceptualisation of bisexuality
as a combination of male and female characteristics was central to Charles Darwin’s theory of
evolution: The Origin of Species was published in the same year as Todd’s Anatomy and
Physiology.91 Darwin’s theory of sex selection argued that ‘as organisms evolved through a
process of natural selection they showed greater signs of sexual differentiation’ - that is, as
species evolved they became less ‘bisexual’.92 Although this was based on experiments on
animals, Gill-Peterson argues that ‘the theory of life’s natural bisexuality [...] simply jumped, by
analogy, to the human species’ - Darwin cited studies on bisexuality in birds, but then added ‘we
see something of an analogous nature in the human species’.93 This idea was taken up by
eugenicists: ‘the persistent latency of bisexual characteristics, which could “revert” under “certain
conditions”, carried a primitivist meaning’.94 Krafft-Ebing argued that a strongly-marked
distinction between the sexes was the product of advanced evolution: ‘sexual difference runs
parallel with the high level of the evolving process’.95 His assessment of development was also
heavily influenced by imperialist notions of ‘struggle’ and ‘conquest’: ‘The individual being [...] is
originally bisexual, but in the struggle between the male and female elements either one or the
other is conquered, and a monosexual being is evolved'.%¢ As Storr argues, the concept of
‘primitive’ bisexuality demonstrates ‘the constitutive importance of “race” and racial logic in the
history of “western” sexuality [...] sexual categories are also racial categories’.97 Bisexuality was

not just an early stage that occurred in animals or plants, but in less ‘advanced’ humans - either

89 Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’, 86.

90 Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’, 80.
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94 Gill-Peterson, The Transgender Child, 41.
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young children, or racial ‘others’.

One effect of these sexological discourses is suggested by Chris Waters, who argues in
relation to homosexuality before 1945 that being ‘the object of medical and psychiatric
investigation’ inhibited group social and political identity.98 Psychological and sexological
discourses lead to the perception of individuals as ‘atomised’ case studies, ‘the heightened
interest in the individual and the etiology of his desires coming at the expense of any interest in
his social being’.99 Waters’s focus on ‘expert’ knowledge means that he misses characterisations
of homosexuality in popular media which did acknowledge the collective, for example through
references to ‘gangs’, ‘nests’ or ‘haunts’. However, it is helpful for understanding psychological
and sociological discourses specifically, and usefully demonstrates that dominant psychological
theories of sexuality tended to individualise the subject rather than treat them as a member of a
group. Although Waters does not include bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction in his
analysis, the evidence suggests that the continuing influence of sexological tropes in discussions
of bisexuality in the 1970s and 1980s meant that those who were attracted to multiple genders
struggled to conceive of themselves as part of a social or political group, and were not regarded
as such by others. Furthermore, it was not simply the fact that bisexuality was the subject of
‘medical and psychiatric investigation’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but rather the
specific way in which it was conceptualised by these investigations - as a stage of development -
which meant that bisexuals were not considered to be a social or political grouping until much

later than homosexuals, and certainly not by the 1970s.

Prior to the 1970s and 1980s, then, bisexuality was conceived of as linked to sexed and
gendered mixity, as particularly ‘immature’ or ‘primitive’, and - most crucially - as an originary,
potentially more ‘natural’ state from which individuals developed. It should be noted that these

three key constructions of bisexuality were inherently linked. Referring to the racialisation of sex,

98 Chris Waters, “The Homosexual as a Social Being in Britain”, in British Queer History: New Approaches
and Perspectives, ed. Brian Lewis (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 190.
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Gill-Peterson argues that ‘the framing of sex through racial plasticity occurred in a broader
scientific milieu in Europe and the United States that defined living organisms, both human and
nonhuman, as naturally “bisexual”, a mix of masculine and feminine forms’.100 The idea of
bisexuality as ‘natural’, a mixture of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, and a ‘primitive’ racialised
category were all linked, because they all relied on the idea of bisexuality as an early stage of

development.

By the 1970s and 1980s the term ‘bisexual’ had existed for over a century, but the concept
of ‘bisexuality’ as we understand it today was still being established, and was still very much
inflected by its earlier meanings. Firstly, early definitions of bisexuality as equivalent to sexed or
gendered mixity continued to affect how the relationship between sex and gender was
understood. Although by the 1970s and 1980s most people saw bisexuality as a term for sexual
orientation, this was by no means universal - and, furthermore, associations with androgyny or
gender transgression continued to be influential even where bisexuality was primarily defined in
terms of attraction. In Wolff's 1977 study of bisexuality, she still referenced multiple different
definitions.101 Wolff was heavily influenced by earlier sexologists - her first chapter reviewed at
length the work of Krafft-Ebing, Freud, Havelock Ellis, Kinsey and others. To the modern reader,
her statements about bisexuality and gender are confusing and appear inherently contradictory
- she argued that ‘psychical hermaphroditism’ was ‘later called bisexuality’, and that bisexuality
was ‘expressed first and foremost in bi-gender identity, which may or may not lead to bisexual
orientation’.102 Her third chapter, ‘Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation’, argued that gender
identity had ‘a direct influence’ on sexual orientation, but ‘must not be confused with it’, but then
stated that ‘bio-psychological bisexuality is the keynote for the experience of a sense of maleness

in a woman, and the sense of femaleness in a man’.103 She also stated that, apart from the

100 Gill-Peterson, The Transgender Child, 35.
101 Wolff, Bisexuality, 1.
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‘transvestites and transsexuals’, ‘all other subjects were conscious of the fact that their bi-gender
identity and their bisexual inclinations went together. They loved both sexes, and by far the

greater majority had both hetero- and homosexual relationships’.104

Wolff's use of phrases such as ‘psychic hermaphroditism’ and ‘bio-psychological
bisexuality’ highlight the influence of these earlier sexological ideas on her theories about gender
and sexuality. The apparent contradictions were a result of her attempts to unite these earlier
logics with the more liberationist politics of the 1970s, resulting in a construction of bisexuality
that was still very different to how we would understand it today. Her analysis of bisexuality was
not uncritically accepted by readers in the 1970s, however. Although extracts of her book were
published in Gay News, with a respectful preface - ‘Dr Wolff hopes that its impact on members of
her own profession - psychiatry — will be considerable’ - subsequent reviews disputed Wolff’s
definition of bisexuality, and her attempts to link it to sex and gender.195 For example, Marsaili
Cameron argued that ‘the more common usage of the term (and the one which the participants in
the study seem to favour) surely now approximates the use of “heterosexual” and “homosexual”
and indicates sexual orientation rather than the composition of the self.106 However, although
Wolff’s interviewees generally did focus on bisexuality as ‘sexual orientation’, they did not
separate this from gender as strictly as Cameron suggested. I will discuss the role of gender and
attraction in discussions of bisexuality in greater detail in Chapter Four; bisexual identity was still
often linked to androgynous gender presentation during the 1970s and 1980s, in a way that

demonstrates the persistence of earlier sexological constructions.

The racist and imperialist logic behind ideas of bisexuality also still occurred in the 1970s
and 1980s - for example in the work of Colin MacInnes, the bisexual author known for his ‘London

Trilogy’ of novels exploring black immigrant culture in London, and for his uncomfortable role as
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an ‘imperious patron of black migrants’107 In 1973 he wrote Loving Them Both: A Study of
Bisexuality and Bisexuals.1°8 The work was ostensibly a non-fiction study, but Maclnnes adopted
a much more confessional tone in setting forth his opinions about sexuality and gender: ‘I don’t
think texts on any sexual topic are worth reading unless the writer is drawing, to some extent at
least, on personal experience [... [ have also drawn] on tales that have been told to me by those
whom I know well’.109 In one section, Maclnnes characterised different ‘peoples’ in terms of their
bisexuality, from the ‘Celtic Fringe’ to ‘Caribbeans’.110 He described Arabs, Greeks and Caribbeans
as ‘unusually bisexual’, and stated that ‘blacks regard a bed as a place of joy, and not as a
confessional’.11! The bisexuality of racial ‘others’, especially the subjects of former colonies, was
portrayed as ‘unselfconscious’ and free from repression. As late as 2018, this idea of bisexuality
was brought up by one interviewee, Curtis, who had a background in anthropology. He echoed
some of the same ideas as Maclnnes, again with the ostensibly positive interpretation that
bisexuality was more ‘natural’:
We've studied societies where there was clearly, erm, sex happening, er, with both sexes
[...] if you go out into the South American jungle, there are a few communities there who
haven’t been touched by Western civilisation [...] in the non-Westernised or non-religious
- non-Islamic - Islamised society, you know, the ones that haven’t got this... more...
narrow definition of what's permitted.112
These ideas of bisexuality as particular to ‘uninhibited’ racial others and untouched tribes links
to efforts by bisexuals and their allies, also including Maclnnes and Curtis, to argue that
bisexuality’s construction as a stage of development meant that it was more ‘natural’ or ‘normal’,
which I will discuss more below. However, although those efforts were an attempt to redress

stigma, this fetishisation of the supposed bisexuality of certain races was directly influenced by

nineteenth-century ideas of bisexuality as ‘primitive’, a low stage in the evolutionary process and
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thus not fully human.

Another way in which this sexological concept of bisexuality as an early stage of
development influenced the 1970s and 1980s was through the idea that bisexuals were more
‘immature’. This was linked to patronising imperialist notions, but was also applied to white
British bisexuals. As discussed above, the construction of bisexuality as an early stage in
development left little room for adult bisexuality. Where adults were bisexual, then, the influence
of particularly Freudian ideas led to the suggestion that something must have happened to arrest
their ‘normal’ development into heterosexuality or homosexuality. For example, Wolff analysed
‘early influences’ on her study subjects at length, including their relationships to parents and
siblings. Curtis also echoed these points in our interview, speculating about Freud’s theories and
whether his own identity had

anything to do with my poor relationship with my mother [..] I had such a bad

relationship with my mother that probably turned me off the thought of being close to

women, and I probably sought guys out because - women were dangerous, and that. I'm

talking about, primeval thoughts, you know. But I've not done any Freudian analysis of

that.113
Psychoanalytical discourses about bisexuality as an immature or primitive stage of development
were thus still influential in the 1970s and 1980s - primarily on sexological discourses such as
Wolff’s, but also in more popular discourses, such as Maclnnes’s writings. Some interviewees
referenced these ideas even in the twenty-first century. Although it was often not the intent of

bisexuals who invoked these discourses, they delegitimised and stigmatised bisexuality, and

mitigated against bisexuals’ inclusion by gay and lesbian groups.

The most persistent way in which sexological understandings of bisexuality informed
discourses in the 1970s and 1980s was through the idea of ‘universal’ bisexuality. This originated
in the same developmentalist ideas discussed above, that bisexuality was an ‘innate’ stage from
which adults developed into heterosexuality or homosexuality. Rather than stigmatising

bisexuality as immature or primitive, however, and arguably as a response to this stigma, some

113 [nterview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018.
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people sought to develop a ‘reverse discourse’. In the mid-twentieth century homophile
movement, the sexological idea that homosexuals were ‘inverts’ was used as a reverse discourse
to justify their claims for political and legal rights, on the basis that they could not ‘choose’ their
sexual attraction and should therefore be pitied rather than criminalised.114 In the 1970s and
1980s, bisexuals and their allies sought to suggest that bisexuality being an early stage of
development meant that heterosexuality and homosexuality were the result of repression or

social conditioning, and therefore deviations from the innate ‘truth’ of bisexuality.

As with ideas about bisexual immaturity, Freud was frequently referenced in these
arguments: ‘Many psychiatrists and psychologists, including Freud, have stated that bisexuality
is the original state of the individual’.115 Freud famously claimed that, because of this ‘original
bisexuality’, ‘all human beings are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact
made one in their subconscious’.116 Gore Vidal's remark that ‘we are all bisexual to begin with’
was also quoted approvingly throughout the 1970s, such as in a Campaign for Homosexual
Equality (C.H.E.) discussion paper on bisexuality, which continued that ‘conditioning, opportunity
and habit account finally (and mysteriously) for sexual preferences’.117 In 1987, Ken Livingstone
stated that he believed ‘we are all bisexual’, which was reported jubilantly in Bi-Monthly as a form
of bisexual representation: it was referred to as his ‘coming out’, and Livingstone was described,

somewhat prematurely, as ‘Britain’s first “out” bisexual MP’.118

In 2018, some oral history interviewees still clearly viewed universal or innate bisexuality
as a positive or helpful way to understand their identity. Ossian said ‘according to Freud everyone

was bisexual’, and Curtis said that ‘my view is - I think Kinsey had the similar view, that
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potentially everybody’s bisexual’.119 Curtis was particularly influenced by sexologists, especially
Kinsey, and ‘came out’ to colleagues by identifying himself as a ‘4.5 on the Kinsey Scale’.120 He
suggested that ‘there probably aren’t that many on three [on the Kinsey scale], but there’s quite
a lot... twos, fours, that sort of thing’.l2! Neil also said he thought that everyone was
‘fundamentally bisexual’, saying that ‘on the gay side they suppress it, on the hetero side they
suppress it, and people who identified as bisexual were therefore more ‘open-minded’ and

honest with themselves about their ‘true’ nature.122

The ‘reverse discourse’ of describing bisexuality as natural or innate could therefore be
seen as a parallel to homophile discourses about homosexuality being innate and unchangeable,
although of course homophiles did not try to argue that it was innate to everyone. Maclnnes
described bisexuality as ‘the ultimate norm [...] even if a man or woman has never lain with
anyone of the same sex, if they have never felt sensually towards someone of their own sex, then
they are abnormal’.123 This is an example of what Doan describes as ‘slipping between the
multiple meanings of the word “normal™ - both in the sense of something statistically average or
‘standard’, and in the more prescriptive sense of being ‘free from any disorder’.124¢ Maclnnes was
presumably attempting to subvert sexological ‘norms’, especially given that the example of
‘abnormality’ he referenced was exclusive heterosexuality (rather than homosexuality or
bisexuality). Bisexuality was defined in this statement in terms of ‘sensual feeling’, or attraction,
rather than sexual behaviour. Similar efforts can be seen in Gay Flashes, the newsletter of the Gay
Liberation Front (GLF)’s Leeds branch, which presented multiple-gender-attraction as universal,

although named it as ‘gay to some extent’ rather than bisexual: ‘absolutely everyone is gay to

119 [nterview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018; Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July
2018.

120 [nterview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018.

121 Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018.

122 Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b. 1958, 26 September 2018.

123 Maclnnes, Loving Them Both, 54.

124 Laura Doan, “Marie Stopes’s Wonderful Rhythm Charts: Normalising the Natural”, Journal of the
History of Ideas 78, no. 4 (October 2017): 598.

35



some extent. No one would have friends of their own sex if that weren't true’.125 The definition of
attraction here was stretched to include platonic friendship in order to maintain the idea that
attraction to multiple genders was a universal norm, and that bisexuality (and, in GLF Leeds’s

case, homosexuality as well) was normal and open-minded.

Although it was not what most proponents of universal bisexuality intended or expected,
this concept nevertheless had a detrimental effect on the potential for bisexual communities and
a bisexual politics. The argument that all individuals were attracted to multiple genders, and that
those who argued otherwise were simply repressing part of themselves, constructed bisexuality
as more ‘open-minded’ but also involved a certain amount of cognitive dissonance. There would,
presumably, be no point in conducting a study or discussion group on bisexuality if it was
common to everyone. Eisner points out that this universalising construction ‘diffuse[d] the
meaning of bisexual existence’ and therefore diffused bisexuality as a particular and distinct
identity.126 In Chapter Two, I will discuss bisexual politics and communities in more detail, and
show that there were efforts, particularly from the 1980s onwards, to build a politics on the basis
of generalised inclusivity. However, in practice these vague ideas of universality and inclusivity
made it difficult to form an identity grouping with any coherence. Collective identity and
community required a coherence that ‘universalising’ discourses of bisexuality denied. Bisexuals,
if they were ‘everyone’, had no common interests or reason to identify as a group, and no

justification for any political rights claims.

The constructions of bisexuality developed in the nineteenth and early twentieth century
therefore continued to influence how bisexuality was understood in the 1970s and 1980s, and
even when [ conducted my interviews in the late 2010s. Initial links between bisexuality,
intersexuality and androgyny still influenced some in the 1970s, although they were beginning to

be replaced for most people by a definition of bisexuality that emphasised sexual attraction.
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Stigmatising constructions of bisexuality as ‘immature’, and racialised notions of bisexuality as
‘primitive’, were more long-lasting, although their effect on attitudes towards bisexuality is hard
to separate from other factors, such as the individualising effect of sexological discourses more
generally. The most enduring way that sexological discourses affected bisexuality was through
the idea of it as ‘universal’ or ‘natural’. Interviewees in 2018 were still echoing this idea, and it
was prevalent in the 1970s and 1980s as well. Despite its supposedly ‘positive’ attitude towards
bisexuality, suggesting that ‘everyone’ was bisexual ‘deep down’ made it more difficult, not less
so, to organise communities or politics on the basis of bisexual identity or multiple-gender-

attraction, as the rest of this thesis will explore.

Early sexological conceptualisations of bisexuality as an inchoate stage of development
therefore rendered it both stigmatised and uncategorisable for many decades. Both of these
effects meant that it was much more difficult for bisexuals to create their own political identity
grouping, because they had no coherent identity category from which they could develop a
politics of identity. The stigma created by racialised ideas of bisexuality as ‘primitive’ also worked
alongside a stigma that came from multiple-gender-attraction being seen as ‘psychologically
immature’ and therefore potentially the root of emotional instability. This meant that advocating
for those who were attracted to multiple genders was seen as politically risky, mitigating against
their inclusion by gay and lesbian groups. It was also one reason why many people attracted to
multiple genders might not identify as bisexual. My use of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ enables
me to include these people in my analysis, without retroactively applying the label of ‘bisexual’ to

them.

Thesis Overview

This thesis is divided into two sections. In the first, ‘Communities and Politics’, I explore
the politics of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction, and how they developed unevenly in

response to the experience of exclusion from gay and lesbian groups in the 1970s and 1980s.

Chapter One focusses on this exclusion, which was based on dichotomous politics held by
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both gay liberationists and lesbian feminists. Gay liberationists excluded bisexuality and multiple-
gender-attraction because their radicalism relied on a binary of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ which
associated bisexuality with ‘straightness’. Bisexuality and attraction to multiple genders were
also hyper-sexualised, and thus excluded from lesbian feminism because of a constructed
dichotomy between the sexual and the political. The exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-
attraction from radical liberationist groups challenges historical narratives about the ‘queer’

inclusivity of gay liberation, and of radical liberation politics more generally.

Chapter Two focusses on how bisexual communities and politics developed in response,
striving for independence but unable to separate themselves from the still-persistent experience
of exclusion. Bisexual politics were thus characterised by a paradoxical rejection of gay and
lesbian politics, and a desire for inclusivity. This chapter therefore critiques the triumphalist
narratives of many bisexuals and scholars of bisexuality that portray bisexuality as inherently
more radical, diverse and inclusive. Rather, the nascent bisexual communities that developed

towards the end of the period were ultimately vague and inaccessible to many.

The second section, ‘Bisexual Stories’, focusses on some of the implications of these
political negotiations for the life stories told by people attracted to multiple genders. In this, |
analyse the stories told by my interviewees, but also by selected Hall-Carpenter interviewees and
Wolff’s study subjects. I compare them to the stories told in written sources, primarily in the gay

press and the publications of gay liberation groups.

In Chapter Three, I compare narratives of ‘coming out’, and argue that bisexual
interviewees and those attracted to multiple genders were more likely to resist dominant ‘coming
out’ narratives. Instead, people attracted to multiple genders told more complex stories that
accounted for changing understandings of identity, differing degrees of visibility and the lack of
community that could provide ‘resolution’. Although Boyd has expressed concern about her

interviewees undermining efforts to ‘queer’ oral history, bisexual ‘coming out stories’ highlight
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that interviewees did find ways to articulate their experiences outside mainstream narratives.12?

Chapter Four focusses on narratives about relationships and attraction. Histories of love
and intimacy often focus on heterosexual couples’ experiences of courtship and marriage.128
Queer activist histories, on the other hand, tend to focus less on romantic and sexual
relationships.129 In this chapter, I bring together these divergent historiographies by exploring
narratives of bisexual relationships, which could be same- or different-gender, or both at the same
time. In these narratives, the key difference was change over time - earlier sources tended to
display very different attitudes to relationships and attraction, especially in relation to gender,
than my interviewees in the 2010s. In this, I argue, we can see some of the long-term effects of
earlier criticisms of bisexual relationships as dishonest and misogynistic, ideas which

interviewees were keen to disavow.

Finally, Chapter Five considers popular memories, and the narratives that my
interviewees told about the 1970s and 1980s. In these narratives, interviewees tended to
distance themselves from dominant ‘popular narratives’ about, for example, economic and
political crisis - but they aligned with what could be described as broader ‘LGBT’-themed
narratives of the period, praising the 1970s as a decade of liberation and potential that was sullied
by internal divisions and external hostility in the 1980s. While these ‘LGBT’ narratives are not as
pervasive as other popular memories, recent significant anniversaries and ensuing public
discussion mean that these understandings of the past are becoming more widely
disseminated.130 There was not, therefore, a single ‘popular memory’ of the past to which

interviewees conformed or from which they sought to differentiate themselves; rather, there

127 Boyd, “Who is the subject?”, 186.

128 Claire Langhamer, The English in Love: The Intimate Story of an Emotional Revolution (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013); Marcus Collins, Modern Love: An Intimate History of Men and Women in
Twentieth-Century Britain (London: Atlantic Books, 2003).

129 A notable exception to this is Matt Cook, Queer Domesticities: Homosexuality and Home Life in
Twentieth-Century London (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).

130 For example, the 50t anniversary of the Sexual Offences Act in 2017, and the 30t anniversary of
Section 28 in 2018.
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were several narratives about the 1970s and 1980s from which they selected to illustrate

different points about their lives.

In sum, this thesis charts the emergence of the category ‘bisexual’ through the political
pressures of the 1970s and 1980s, with a particular focus on the lived experiences of those
attracted to more than one gender. It intervenes in histories of sexuality and radical politics,
arguing that gay and lesbian liberation politics excluded people attracted to multiple genders
during the 1970s and 1980s and challenging historical narratives about ‘queer’ inclusivity and
the ‘liberatory moment’. I also pioneer the new concept of ‘multiple-gender-attraction’, moving
beyond identity labels to focus on potential attraction. This conceptual innovation, and attention
to the under-researched area of bisexuality and attraction to multiple genders more broadly, will
further develop the field of queer oral history and queer critical history. When queer theory
acknowledges bisexuality, it can too often valorise it as particularly ‘queer’ and subversive, or
criticise it for re-inscribing binaries of gender and sexuality. Through a focus on multiple-gender-
attraction, my dissertation moves beyond the limits of these dichotomous approaches to analyse
more broadly how the connections between attraction, relationships and identity changed over

time.
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PART ONE

Communities and Politics



Chapter One

Exclusions

No formal bisexual groups existed in Britain during the 1970s. As a result, bisexuality and
multiple-gender-attraction at the time were experienced through communities and networks that
did not specifically relate or cater to them. Initially, bisexuals sought to portray themselves as a
subset of a broader gay and lesbian community, arguing for inclusion on the basis of their
similarity to gay men and lesbians - for example Bi-Monthly argued in 1985, in relation to London
Lesbian and Gay Centre, that ‘we understood the Centre was established to be a Community
Centre and we are part of that Community’.! Over time, however, bisexuality became increasingly
associated with an independent bisexual community that sought to define its own politics.2 In
Chapter Two I will focus on the development of this ‘independent’ bisexual community and
politics, which was nevertheless still plagued by a lack of clarity about its relationship to gay men
and lesbians. This chapter focusses on the origins of some of those conflicts and uncertainties, in
the treatment of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction by gay and lesbian groups. As the title
suggests, the approach that most of these groups took towards bisexuality and multiple-gender-

attraction was one of exclusion.

Many critiques of this exclusion, especially since the late 1980s, have focussed on the issue
of ‘bisexual visibility’, and visibility that is achieved by naming in particular.3 The exclusion of the
word ‘bisexual’ in the names of organisations or events such as the ‘Campaign for Homosexual
Equality’, the ‘London Lesbian and Gay Centre’ or ‘Lesbian and Gay Pride’ is therefore presented
as damning evidence of bisexual exclusion from the relevant community; vice-versa, the inclusion
of the word is seen not just as a symbolic victory, but an actual one. This was the case for some of

the interviewees I spoke to. Nigel (b. 1963) said of his university gay society in the early 1980s

1 David Smith, “Banned: Bisexual Groups banned from the Lesbian & Gay Centre”, Bi-Monthly, April 1985,
3.

2 Clare Hemmings, Bisexual Spaces, 86.

3 Eisner, Bi, 306; Hemmings, Bisexual Spaces, 86-87.
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that ‘it wasn’t LGB-T-Q-I, erm... it was, er, it was literally a gay society. And I thought, well that’s
not me’.4 Curtis (b. 1958) remembered ‘the gay police association, the gay this, the gay liberation
front, and whatever’, and how he did not feel he could be part of it.5 Louise (b. 1966) said that
bisexuality didn’t feel like a ‘tenable’ identity for her, because ‘It was like “Lesbians, Lesbians,
Lesbians” [...] Nobody was running a group for bi girls, there were leshian youth workers, and
they were running groups for lesbians’.6 Dave (b. 1960) recalled a rally in Edinburgh during the
1980s where a group of bisexuals sought to actively challenge the lack of named inclusion in
speeches: ‘Peter Tatchell was giving a talk, and every time he said “lesbian and gay”, you know, a
group of us would shout “And Bisexual!” at the top of our voice’.” A refusal to name bisexuality did
therefore make some bisexuals feel excluded by gay and lesbian groups, and some sought to

actively redress this.

However, other interviewees were less concerned with the naming of bisexuality,
especially in the 1970s context. ‘Gay’ was seen by many in the 1970s as a catch-all term to
encompass all non-straight people, including those attracted to multiple genders, or who might
identify as bisexual as well as gay. Some interviewees said that focussing on ‘gay’ or ‘gay and
lesbian’ was a strategic decision to emphasise what was most oppressed, and present a united
front to a hostile straight world. For example, Kate (b. 1960) recalled questioning ‘how important
is it to use “bisexual”, in, in the kind of general political world out there, when “lesbian and gay”
is still such a - disputed territory?’.8 She was concerned that describing herself as bisexual ‘could
kind of muddy the waters’, although she added that she began to change her mind about this in
the early- to mid-1980s.9 Gwen (b. 1951) echoed a similar point, although she continued to

identify primarily as ‘not straight’ at the time of our interview: ‘I didn’t want to kind of - muddy

4 Interview with Nigel, b. 1963, 12 January 2019.

5 Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018.
6 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, 27 July 2018.

7 Interview with Dave, b. 1960, 11 January 2020.

8 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.

9 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
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the water by saying “well, I'm not, sort of, completely lesbian”, you know’.10 Ossian (b. 1954) even
claimed that the leadership of the South London branch of GLF ‘were all bi - bisexual [...] But they
had a - they went for the identifying as gay, erm, the main - male/male attraction thing, because
that was what was oppressed’.1! I[dentifying as ‘gay’ was therefore seen as a matter of politics. Not
using the word ‘bisexual’, either in relation to one’s own identity or in the naming and
publications of organisations, did not necessarily mean that those who were bisexual or attracted

to multiple genders were inevitably excluded.

On the other hand, the construction of gay and lesbian identity as more ‘political’, and
bisexuality as less ‘political’, was itself a form of exclusion. The dichotomous ways that lesbian
and gay groups understood their own politics, and the ways that they defined bisexual politics (or
lack thereof), were more significant and effective forms of exclusion than simply failing to include
‘bisexual’ alongside ‘lesbian and gay’ in their publications and speeches. Bisexuality and multiple-
gender-attraction were generally excluded from gay liberation politics because they were linked
to ‘straightness’, which liberationists considered diametrically opposed to being ‘gay’. Bisexuals
and people attracted to multiple genders were excluded from lesbian feminist politics because
they were viewed as particularly ‘sexual’, which was seen as mutually exclusive with ‘political’
identities and activism. This chapter focusses more on this form of exclusion - on the basis of
politics - than simply ‘naming’ or lack of it. These two types of exclusion could be linked: for
example, one of the ways in which GLF dealt with the political problem posed by bisexuality and
multiple-gender-attraction was by refusing to discuss bisexuality, and the naming of the London
Lesbian and Gay Centre was used to justify the exclusion of bisexual groups on the basis that they
were not part of the community that the Centre was designed to serve. However, lack of named
bisexual inclusion was not the only or the most significant form of exclusion in the 1970s and

1980s. As I will argue, the exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction from lesbian

10 [nterview with Gwen (pseudonym), b. 1951, 9 October 2018.
11 [Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
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and gay political theorising was much more effective, long-lasting, and difficult to redress.

The specific ways in which bisexuality was excluded varied across different organisations.
As 1 will show, ‘moderate’ gay liberation groups were more inclusive of bisexuality than their
‘radical’ counterparts during the 1970s, as their attempts to focus on commonalities between gay
and straight people constructed sexuality and politics as a spectrum rather than a binary.
Attention to bisexuality and attraction to multiple genders therefore challenges historical
narratives about the ‘queer’ inclusivity of gay liberation and of 1970s radical politics more
generally. It also contributes to a reappraisal of ‘moderate’ groups such as C.H.E., often dismissed
by historians as bureaucratic and conformist. In this,  am following recent moves in queer history
to re-evaluate other, similar groups such as the Homosexual Law Reform Society (HLRS), the
Mattachine Society in the US, and Arcadie in France.12 The exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-
gender-attraction also changed over time: by the 1980s, the silences and lack of acknowledgment
of bisexuality demonstrated by gay liberationists had hardened into an outright, albeit short-
lived, ‘ban’ of bisexual groups from the London Lesbian and Gay Centre. Another nuance is in
relation to the differences between ‘multiple-gender-attraction’ and bisexual identity: attitudes
towards multiple-gender-attraction differed from those towards named bisexuality, and were
often more inclusive. In general, however, these groups did not ‘recognise bisexuality as discrete

(or viable)’.13

This chapter will first discuss the exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction
by the gay liberation movement, focussing primarily on the 1970s, and then lesbian feminist
communities, primarily in the 1980s. This structure is partly to reflect interviewees’ narratives.

Many interviewees who had been involved in the gay liberation movement of the 1970s had

12 David Minto, “Mr Grey goes to Washington: The Homophile Internationalism of Britain’s Homosexual
Law Reform Society”, in British Queer History: New Approaches and Perspectives, ed. Brian Lewis
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 219-243; Martin Duberman, Stonewall (New York, NY:
Penguin Books, 1993), 108-109; Julian Jackson, Living in Arcadia: Homosexuality, Politics and Morality in
France from the Liberation to AIDS (Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press, 2009).

13 Hemmings, “Feminist Methodology”, 295.
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become disillusioned with or exhausted by activism by the 1980s, and so had stopped being
involved with organised gay or lesbian groups. Those who spoke about lesbian feminism in the
interviews had often not been involved in these communities until the late 1970s or early 1980s,
and so could not speak to the earlier period. However, this chapter structure also reflects the
points at which gay liberation and lesbian feminism interacted with bisexuality and multiple-

gender-attraction most directly.

In practice, of course, many lesbian feminists were also involved in the gay liberation
movement of the 1970s - women left GLF en masse in 1972, and C.H.E. in 1977, after years of
poor gender representation, but individual women remained involved in these groups
throughout the period.14 Lesbian feminists in the 1970s were also part of the Women’s Liberation
Movement, which adopted the ‘sixth demand’ of ‘an end to discrimination against lesbians’ in
1974. Specifically lesbian groups, independent of gay liberation or women'’s liberation, also
existed from the early 1970s (the first Gay Women’s Conference was in April 1974, the National
Lesbian Newsletter was set up in 1975, and Lesbian Line was founded in 1977).15 Gay liberation
can also be seen as continuing beyond the 1970s - although GLF split in the mid-1970s, and
C.H.E.’s membership shrank considerably from the early 1980s, groups such as Switchboard,
Icebreakers, Organisation for Lesbian and Gay Alliance (OLGA), Stonewall and OutRage! could all

be considered examples of the gay liberation movement continuing into the 1980s and 1990s.

Nevertheless, the long 1970s’, defined here as the period between the Sexual Offences
Act in 1967 and the beginning of the AIDS crisis in 1982, was a particular historical moment for
the relationship between multiple-gender-attraction and gay liberation. In the 1970s the tensions
between ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ sexual politics were being navigated by groups such as GLF and

C.H.E. in such a way that, for a time, C.H.E.’s politics could accommodate bisexuals even while GLF

14 Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain, from the Nineteenth Century to the Present
(London: Quartet Books, 1977), 200; Anonymous, “Good Luck, Good Will and Goodbye”, Gay News,
September 1977, 1-2.

15 Sheila Jeffreys, The Lesbian Revolution: Lesbian Feminism in the UK, 1970 — 1990 (Abingdon: Routledge,
2018), 24-26.
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rejected them. The ‘long 1980s’, between the publication of ‘Political Lesbianism: The Case
Against Heterosexuality’ in 1979, and the ‘serious decline’ of lesbian feminism in 1990, were also
a particular period in the relationship between bisexuality and lesbian feminist politics.16
Although lesbian feminism existed in the 1970s, it was not until the end of this decade that lesbian
feminists had developed an established politics, drawing on both the gay liberation and women'’s
liberation movements, and had begun to police their own boundaries in relation to topics such as
political lesbianism and the ‘lesbian sex wars’. It is for this reason that I have chosen to structure
the chapter to focus primarily on gay liberation in the 1970s and then primarily on lesbian

feminism in the 1980s.

This chapter argues that bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction were generally
excluded from gay liberation groups in the 1970s, especially radical groups such as GLF, because
they were associated with ‘straightness’. Initially the more ‘moderate’ C.H.E. was more accepting,
although this declined over the course of the decade as it, too, became more associated with
liberationist politics. Bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction were excluded from lesbian
feminist communities in the 1980s because they were seen as particularly sexual, threatening the
ideas of lesbianism as a political choice, and allowing the incursion of men into women-only
spaces. Focussing on a specific context — how gay and lesbian groups responded to bisexuality
and multiple-gender-attraction - challenges the rhetoric of ‘liberation’ in sexual politics, and has

implications for our understanding of radical politics more widely.

The Gay Liberation Movement!’

In this section, [ will focus on the two main groups in the English gay liberation movement
of the 1970s - the ‘liberationist’ GLF and the more ‘moderate’ C.H.E.. The British GLF was formed

at the London School of Economics in 1970, inspired by the New York Gay Liberation Front and

16 Jeffreys, The Lesbian Revolution, 172.

17 Much of the material in this section has been published in Martha Robinson Rhodes, “Bisexuality,
Multiple-Gender-Attraction, and Gay Liberation Politics in the 1970s”, Twentieth Century British History
(2020): 1-24.

47



other contemporary radical movements including Black Power, women'’s liberation, and counter-
cultural groups.18 GLF wanted to ‘use our righteous anger to uproot the present oppressive
system’, which comprised mainly of the family, education, the Church, the media and the law, and
‘form a new order, and a liberated lifestyle’.19 GLF was primarily London-based, but a network of
groups quickly developed in other English towns and cities such as Manchester, Bradford and
Brighton in the early 1970s.20 However, the intensity of its early years was difficult to maintain in
the long term. By 1973, internal divisions had led to the disintegration of the group on a national

level, although local GLF groups continued to be active into the mid-1970s.21

C.H.E. has generally been portrayed as the ‘bureaucratic’ and ‘traditional’ foil to GLF’s
radicalism. Even Amiable Warriors, the ‘official’ history of C.H.E. that seeks to establish a place for
the group in the historical record, ruefully acknowledges that ‘in popular gay mythology [...] if
GLF is arainbow, C.H.E. is beige’.22 Stephen Brooke describes C.H.E. as ‘unashamedly mainstream’,
‘eschew[ing] any analysis of oppression’ and constructing the homosexual subject as ‘respectable
and private’.23 Lucy Robinson acknowledges that C.H.E. did share many of GLF’'s goals and
campaigns, and that the division between liberationists and moderates was therefore ‘somewhat
arbitrary’.24 However, she also argues that the contrasts between GLF and C.H.E. were not just
differences of ‘style’, but deep-seated differences in politics: ‘C.H.E. was campaigning for the right

not to be controversial’.25

However, C.H.E. was less ‘traditional’ and ‘respectable’ than these analyses suggest. It was

founded in 1969 as the Committee for Homosexual Equality, and was renamed the Campaign for

18 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 66.

19 GLF, Gay Liberation Front Manifesto (1971), 1, LSE: MCINTOSH/10/4.

20 Lisa Power, No Bath But Plenty of Bubbles: An Oral History of the Gay Liberation Front 1970 - 1973
(London: Cassell, 1995), 296.

21 For example, Bradford GLF distributed a pamphlet entitled Gay Liberation: Bradford 1975 at the C.H.E.
Conference in Sheffield (August 1975) LSE: HCA/GLF/11. One interviewee, Ossian, b. 1954, described
joining South London GLF in 1976, although he said its actions had mostly ceased by then.

22 Peter Scott-Presland, Amiable Warriors: A History of the Campaign for Homosexual Equality and its
Times Volume 1: A Space to Breathe, 1954 - 1974 (London: Paradise Press, 2015), xvi.

23 Brooke, Sexual Politics, 231.

24 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 79.

25 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 80.
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Homosexual Equality in 1971 as part of an effort to become more politically-oriented. It emerged
from the North Western Homosexual Law Reform Committee (NWHLRC), based in Manchester.
The NWHLRC was considered a more ‘radical’ part of the homophile law reform movement in the
1960s, because it sought to set up gay commercial clubs, rather than advocating homosexuals
‘integrate discreetly’.26 C.H.E.’s institutional history therefore shows that it was less preoccupied
with presenting the ‘image of the safe homosexual’ than its radical critics suggested.2? Compared
to GLF, though, C.H.E. was markedly more conventional. In contrast to GLF’s anti-hierarchical
anti-structure, C.H.E. had a formal constitution and was run by an elected Executive Committee.
I[ts members paid a regular subscription, and met at annual conferences to hear reports and vote
on resolutions for the year ahead. The activist and writer Laurence Collinson summed up what
many saw as the differences between GLF and C.H.E.: ‘C.H.E. is an organisation; GLF is a way of

life’.28

The politics of each group changed over the course of the 1970s. Throughout the decade
and into the 1980s, C.H.E. struggled to balance the desires of members who wanted it to focus on
social activities and those who wanted to campaign more actively. Within GLF, too, there were
significant debates and differences of opinion. There were splits between what Jeffrey Weeks
described as ‘the socialists’ and ‘the counter-culture’ and between ‘the activists’ and ‘the
feminists’, as well as between women and men; divisions which ultimately led the national GLF
to fall apart.29 In addition, local GLF and C.H.E. groups often differed from their national bodies on

matters of ideology as well as specific policy.

GLF and C.H.E. are only two examples of groups active in the gay liberation movement of
the period, chosen to reflect the groups discussed most by my interviewees, as well as the volume

of archival evidence that exists for each. Similar patterns of attitudes towards bisexuality and

26 Power, No Bath, 10.

27 Don Milligan, “OUTSIDERS: Why [ won't join C.H.E.”, OUT, December 1976, 5.
28 Laurence Collinson, quoted in Weeks, Coming Out, 190.

29 Weeks, Coming Out, 200.
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multiple-gender-attraction can be found in other ‘liberationist’ or ‘moderate’ groups in England
and Wales in the 1970s - such as the radical Gay Left Collective that developed after GLF’s

disintegration, or the homophile Albany Trust, founded in 1958.

In Scotland, the Scottish Minorities Group (SMG), renamed the Scottish Homosexual
Rights Group in 1978, was often portrayed as the ‘Scottish equivalent of C.H.E.’, and its tactics
were similarly moderate.30 However, there were significant differences in the Scottish context
that meant gay liberation politics from England and Wales could not be neatly transplanted north
of the border. Firstly, sex between men was still illegal in Scotland until 1980. Although there do
not appear to have been any prosecutions after 1967 where consensual sex occurred between
two adult men in private - that is, in practice the same restrictions as applied in England and
Wales - Jeffrey Meek highlights that the risk of being arrested was still seen as a significant threat
by many gay and bisexual men.3! The legal disparities between Scotland and England and Wales
also meant that SMG spent more time than either C.H.E. or GLF on ‘relentless engagement’ and
campaigning about ‘the need for law reform’ during the 1970s.32 Secondly, GLF was a much less
significant force in Scotland - its Edinburgh branch was only active for three years before ‘fading
away’ in 1974.33 This lack of a strong GLF presence meant that SMG did not have to respond to
external pressure from radicals in the same way as C.H.E.. This made it easier for SMG to engage
with ‘traditional’ authorities such as the Church, and could also be a reason why bisexuals in
Scotland generally had more productive interactions with gay and lesbian groups than their
English counterparts - Edinburgh Bisexual Group was able to meet in the Edinburgh Lesbian and
Gay Centre from its inception, unlike in London, and Kate remembered that SMG co-founder Ian
Dunn was ‘very open’ to bisexual equality alongside lesbians and gay men.3¢ As I will discuss

below, GLF was particularly exclusionary towards bisexuality, so its relative absence in Scotland

30 Scott-Presland, Amiable Warriors, 262.

31 Meek, Queer Voices, 40.

32 Meek, Queer Voices, 103.

33 [an Dunn, “Scotland: against the odds”, in Radical Records: Thirty Years of Lesbian and Gay History, 1957
- 1987, eds. Bob Cant and Susan Hemmings (London: Routledge, 1988), 24.

34 Meek, Queer Voices, 111; Dunn, “Scotland”, 26; Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
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may have left space for a more conciliatory, less binary approach to multiple-gender-attraction.

In Northern Ireland, gay rights activism was uniquely affected by the context of the
Troubles, although Patrick James McDonagh argues that both gay rights organisations and the
opposition to them (the Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign) were unusual in uniting individuals
across the sectarian divide.35 As in Scotland, sex between men continued to be prohibited in law
during the 1970s, and so the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) was, like SMG,
more focussed on law reform. Unlike both SMG and C.H.E., NIGRA’s campaigning involved
appealing to the European Commission of Human Rights, introducing a transnational dimension
to their activism. The tensions between ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ groups did not play out the same
way in Northern Ireland or Scotland as in England and Wales, then, which in turn affected their

engagement with bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction.

One of the most influential understandings of bisexuality during the 1970s was the idea
of it as a combination of heterosexual and homosexual elements, often expressed in numerical
terms. The singer George Melly referred to himself in 1972 as ‘75% hetero-, 25% homosexual’,
while a husband and wife in a ‘mixed marriage’ interviewed for Gay News described themselves
as being ‘really bisexual and not 100% gay’ and ‘95% heterosexual’, respectively.36 Bisexuality
was thus seen as a ‘synthesis’ of identities, rather than an independent identity in its own right.
This ‘synthesis’ conceptualisation was sometimes seen as a ‘positive’ interpretation of bisexuality,
suggesting that bisexuals might have a greater understanding of both gay people and straight
people - a 1974 discussion paper by C.H.E. claimed that ‘the bisexual offers a bridge between the

gayworld and the straightworld’, which ‘should be taken advantage of, for everybody’s benefit’.37

However, the construction of bisexuality as a combination of heterosexual and

homosexual led to its exclusion by gay liberation groups. GLF’s radical politics were based on a

35 Patrick James McDonagh, “Queering Northern Ireland during the ‘Troubles’, Writing The Troubles blog,
18 February 2019, https: //writingthetroublesweb.wordpress.com/2019/02/18/queering-the-troubles/.
36 Gini Stevens, “George Melly”, Lunch, May 1972, 6; Hennegan, “Ray and Penny”, 20.

37 Baker, “Bisexuality” 1974 discussion paper, 7.
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binary division between heterosexual and homosexual. Bisexuality, understood as a synthesis of
these elements, was excluded and made invisible by this binary. When bisexuality was seen as
‘partially straight’, it could also be linked to the problems that GLF associated with ‘straight’
politics, and thus dismissed. In contrast, the more ‘moderate’ C.H.E. was initially less reliant on a
binary division between heterosexual and homosexual, and was therefore more able to
incorporate bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction into its political analysis. By the second
half of the 1970s, however, C.H.E. had also become more radical and its attention to bisexuality

and multiple-gender-attraction had dwindled.

The Gay Liberation Front

In 1971, GLF began its ‘most successful public campaign’, against Dr David Reuben’s book
Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Sex - but were afraid to ask.38 The book’s marketing
framed it as popular psychiatry, both humorous and educational, but it presented homophobic
and sexist stereotypes as fact.3 GLF linked the book to wider problems with psychiatry, which
still classed gay men as promiscuous and lesbians as aberrant. Before the campaign began in
earnest, GLF's Counter-Psychiatry Group circulated a list of thirty-five objections, asking
members to select twenty to include in a letter to Reuben’s publishers. Two of these draft
objections concerned Reuben’s failure to address bisexuality - Number One rebutted his
publishers’ claim that the book left ‘no facet of human sexuality unexplored’ by pointing out that
there was ‘no description of bisexuality’, and Number Fourteen criticised the fact that Reuben
made ‘no mention of the homosexual element in us all, nor of bisexuality’.4% By the publication of
the final letter, however, which had 158 signatures, both of the points referencing bisexuality had

been removed.41

38 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 73.

39 David Reuben, Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex — But Were Afraid to Ask (London:
W.H. Allen, 1971).

40 GLF Counter-Psychiatry Group, Everything You Wanted to Know About Dr Reuben and Never Dared to
Ask (draft objections to Reuben’s book for discussion, 1971), 1-2, LSE: MCINTOSH/7/1.

41 Power, No Bath, 57-58.
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It is somewhat ironic that GLF’s criticism of Reuben’s exclusion of bisexuality from his
book was eventually excluded, in turn, from the final draft of its letter - and ironic, too, because
GLF itself very rarely mentioned bisexuality. There were slightly more references to multiple-
gender-attraction, although these were still scarce: for example, Come Together briefly discussed
abortion’s relevance to gay people, on the basis that ‘most of us have had some heterosexual
experience’.42 Local GLF groups sometimes included more discussion: Gay Flashes, a newsletter
produced by GLF’s Leeds group, referred to the Freudian ideas of multiple-gender-attraction as
universal - ‘absolutely everyone is gay to some extent’ - although, as discussed in the
Introduction, the reasoning for this extended to same-sex friendships and platonic ‘attraction’.43
Birmingham GLF’s newsletter included one article questioning whether bisexuals ‘really exist’,
but later in the 1970s also included some articles by bisexual women that were more
sympathetic.4¢ However, both Birmingham and Leeds GLF were separate from national GLF at the
time the articles were published.45 On the national level, GLF was generally silent on the issue of

bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction.

This silence was in large part because bisexuality, conceived of as a combination of
heterosexual and homosexual as discussed above, posed a problem for GLF’'s binary
understanding of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’. Come Together mused that ‘the differences between gay
people and straight people are important, and maybe we haven’t made enough of them [...] we
have within our grasp a chance of more equal relationships with each other than they have’.46
GLF’s Manifesto suggested that gay people were inherently against heterosexual marriage and the

family, and were therefore inherently more progressive: ‘Gay shows the way. In some ways we

42 GLF Media Group, “Abortions”, Come Together, November 1971, 3.

43 Anonymous, “Petition...”, 2.

44 Ray, “Bisexuals - do they really exist?”, Birmingham Gay Liberation Front’s Newsletter, undated, c.

1973 /4; Shirley Paul, “I'm coming out”, Gladrag, January 1976, 10-11; Mary Wood, “Bisexuality”, Gladrag,
Summer 1977, 4.

45 In the same issue of Gay Flashes, as the “Petition” article, GLF Leeds underlined its ‘independence from
any other National Homophile movement’ by renaming itself Gay Liberation, Leeds. By the mid-1970s
when Birmingham GLF was featuring articles on bisexuality, GLF had already dissolved on a national
level.

46 GLF Media Group, “being what gay is”, Come Together, May 1971, 2.
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are already more advanced than straight people. We are already outside the family and we have
already, in part at least, rejected the “masculine” or “feminine” roles’.4” This binary distinction
between ‘gay’ and ‘straight’, and the reverse discourse that positioned gay people as more
‘advanced’, was used to justify GLF’s ‘Gay is Good’ approach and assertive emphasis on pride
rather than assimilation. However, bisexuality - especially when it was conceived of as a ‘middle
ground’ between heterosexuality and homosexuality - made this sharp distinction impossible to

maintain.

The action against Reuben’s book continued after the initial letter. GLF members leafleted
WH Smith in protest at its decision to stock the book, and added pages into unsold copies
critiquing Reuben’s assertions or falsely claiming to offer full refunds. Eventually, the publishers
suggested that GLF could publish its own rebuttal of the book, although this was never actually
written.® This campaign was one of a large number of ‘zaps’, or attention-grabbing protests,
carried out by GLF in the early 1970s. Others included disruption of Mary Whitehouse’s National
Festival of Light in September 1971, and public demonstrations on Fleet Street against the media

and on Harley Street against psychiatrists.

Ossian had been a member of South London GLF during the 1970s. His recollections
painted a picture of the group as an important social and political network, rooted in the local
experience of living in Brixton:

The Gay Liberation Front were all in what they called the villas, which was a series of erm

- houses all connected to each other, which were run down, and they squatted them. And

then they combined the gardens, and made a communal garden. And they even had a -

like you know, hens and cockerels, and all that sort of stuff there, and a fountain and what
not, it was all very magic.49

Matt Cook’s work on the Brixton squats also emphasises the importance of these squats, on

Railton Road and neighbouring Mayall Road, for the Brixton Gay Community — which included,

47 GLF, Manifesto, 11.
48 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 74.
49 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
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but was not limited to, South London GLF.50 The significant but short-lived South London Gay
Centre was based at a shop that had been squatted on 79 Railton Road, across the road from the
villas, and Ossian attended his first meeting of South London GLF there in 1976. This also aligns
with Christine Wall’s assessment of squatting during the 1970s, which ‘allowed the social and
political movements of the 1970s to flourish’ and ‘provided the physical and spatial
infrastructure’ for activism.5! Squatting was not new in the 1970s, but Cook writes that it took on
new counter-cultural associations in the late 1960s and 1970s - to one contemporary
commentator, squatters were ‘symbols of the age’.52 In 1976 there were an estimated 30,000
squatters in London, and for some gay men and lesbians squatting provided an opportunity for
more openness and fewer restrictions than they experienced in family homes and rented
accommodation.53 Ossian himself had lived in neighbouring Herne Hill, rather than in the Railton
Road squats themselves, but was still very much part of the South London milieu. He spoke at
length about other communities and networks in the area that had been important to him: a
wholefood co-operative at the bottom of Railton Road, a Greek shop and a Polish deli, a Jamaican-
run and an Irish-run pub.5¢ Railton Road was also ‘littered with’ alternative political groups,
including the People’s News Service, an anarchist bookshop, two women’s centres, and the Gay
News Defence Committee.55 Cook’s statement that both GLF and the squats could be ‘all-
consuming - shaping an idea of gay identity that was about much more than sexual object choice’

was backed up by Ossian’s vivid recollections.>¢

As well as a localised network centring on squats, wholefood shops and pubs, Ossian also
discussed Gay Liberation’s international links: he initially found out about GLF ‘because of the

New York, Stonewall riots’, and had as a teenager sent off for a Gay Liberation Front Manifesto

50 Matt Cook, Queer Domesticities, 199.

51 Christine Wall, “Sisterhood and Squatting in the 1970s: Feminism, Housing and Urban Change in
Hackney”, History Workshop Journal 83, no. 1 (2017): 80, 93.

52 A. Sherman, 1975, quoted in Cook, Queer Domesticities, 201.

53 Cook, Queer Domesticities, 201.

54 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

55 Cook, Queer Domesticities, 202.

56 Cook, Queer Domesticities, 203.
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from San Francisco.5” Robinson emphasises that GLF was influenced by ‘a spectrum of
international liberation movements’, including the Stonewall Riots in the USA and the Black
Panther Party.58 As Robinson points out, some of these international influences, especially by
black liberation movements, had a fraught relationship with the prejudices of GLF members in
localised contexts. This can be seen in Ossian’s recollections of the relationship between ‘gay and
black [in Brixton] in those days’, which ‘wasn’t a violent one’, although he added that ‘the Rastas
are very uptight about gays because of Haile Selassi’ and acknowledged ‘some [people on the gay
scene] were racist’.5% Similarly, Cook states that although ‘relations between the squatters and the
local Afro-Caribbean community were generally cordial’, there was an assumption that ‘the gay
community was white’, and Nadia Ellis has also argued that 1960s and 1970s discourses
demarcated between ‘black’ and ‘queer’.60 This can also be seen in Ossian’s statement about the
relationship between ‘gay and black’, implicitly positioning the two identities as mutually
exclusive. Although international influences, including the Black Panthers, did not always
translate successfully to local politics, they do highlight that GLF was not just a locally-oriented
community but also a wider network with shared political goals and theorisations. The political
theorisations of GLF were very important to Ossian, and he discussed them at length: ‘I think
that’s the beauty of us in the Gay Lib is that we did think. You know, we got things wrong, but [...]
we were trying’.6! This intellectual rationale seemed to be more important to him than GLF’s
actions, such as zapping, which he mentioned only briefly as ‘a bit bullying’, and pointed out that
‘they weren’t doing much’ by the time he joined the group in 1976.62 This suggests that, for Ossian
at least, South London GLF was a political community based more around shared ideas and texts

than political actions.

[ also interviewed Lisa Power (b. 1954), the author of No Bath But Plenty of Bubbles, an

57 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

58 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 66.

59 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

60 Cook, Queer Domesticities, 212; Ellis, “Black Migrants, White Queers”, 897.
61 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

62 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
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oral history of GLF.63 Although she had not been a member of GLF herself, her research had given
her an understanding of its history, and she was friends with many former members. She wrote
No Bath because ‘1 always found [GLF] fascinating’, and she wanted to preserve its history given
the number of former GLF members who were dying of AIDS or old age. She was particularly
enthusiastic about GLF’s use of zaps - ‘| have always had - a greater personal affinity for that kind
of street activism, [ mean I love their direct action stuff [...] absolutely hilarious, the way that they
- would use humour, and spectacle, and theatre’.6¢4 She linked this to the importance of visibility
and ‘coming out’, which [ will discuss more in Chapter Three: ‘[GLF] understood very early on that
- being public, and - having representation, on the streets, is the most effective form of... erm,

removing stigma and - and challenging prejudice’.65

Both Ossian and Lisa resisted the idea that GLF excluded bisexuality and multiple-gender-
attraction. Ossian said that they ‘didn’t see that there was any binary’.66 As mentioned above, he
also stressed numerous times during our interview that ‘a lot of or ‘all’ of the leadership of South
London GLF were bisexual, but chose to identify as gay.67 It was not entirely clear how he was
defining ‘bisexual’ in these statements - whether the leadership of South London GLF would have
identified themselves as bisexual as well as gay, or whether he was using ‘bisexual’ in the way
that [ have used ‘multiple-gender-attraction’, as a description of behaviour and attraction rather
than an identity category. Ossian also followed the Freudian tradition of arguing that ‘everybody’s
bisexual [...] you know, even my dad’.68 The universalising of bisexuality made arguing for rights
on the basis of bisexual identity more difficult, and so the apparent bisexuality of South London
GLF’s leadership would not necessarily have translated into affirmation of bisexuality in practice.
Ossian’s acknowledgment that same-sex attraction was prioritised because ‘that was what was

oppressed’ also suggests that GLF could only accept multiple-gender-attraction by discounting its

63 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019; Power, No Bath.
64 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.

65 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.

66 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

67 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

68 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
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‘heterosexual element’.

Lisa emphasised that when GLF ‘started out they were very much open’ and ‘totally
understood the concept of “queer”: ‘there was very much a commitment to what - then we
would’ve called polymorphous perversity, and now we just, just call gender-fluid. And - and
sexuality-fluid’.6% This was representative of what she considered to be a widespread acceptance
during the 1970s of ‘polymorphous perversity’, although this was portrayed more as a universal
feature of sexuality rather than the developmental stage discussed in the Introduction: ‘there was
a general understanding that sexuality was some sort of spectrum, and that people would move
along it from time to time’.”0 However, the acceptance that Lisa remembered seems to have been
confined to those who were attracted to multiple genders but did not identify as bisexual.
‘Bisexuality’ as an identity category received a more ambiguous reception - she argued that in the
1970s identifying as bisexual was ‘desperately cool’, but also seen as a ‘halfway house [...] a bridge
to coming out as gay’.”! No Bath includes an interview with a bisexual man conducted in the early
1990s, who remembered feeling excluded from GLF when he ‘started having affairs with women’:
‘it didn’t go down very well [...] There was never any open denunciations of bisexuality, but there
was a frostiness’.”2 Furthermore, even the ‘spectrum’ of sexuality was only accepted insofar as it
could still be organised into a binary of straight identity or lesbian and gay identity. When defining
lesbian identity, Lisa said that during the 1970s she had ‘assumed that everyone would still be

primarily attracted to one sex [...] if you're primarily attracted to women then you identify as

lesbian, if you're primarily attracted to men you identify as straight’.73

In part, the differences between interviewees’ memories of acceptance and the
exclusionary impression created by contemporary sources could be attributed to nostalgia or a

desire to create a composed, positive narrative - Ossian expressly stated that he felt GLF had been

69 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
70 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
71 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
72 Tim, quoted in Power, No Bath, 289.

73 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
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‘wiped from history’, and he saw the interview as a way to recover it.”+ However, these differences
were also due to different understandings of the meanings of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’. Ossian insisted
that being ‘straight’ was not only about sexual identity or behaviour, but about politics: ‘straight
was - not just where you were putting your dick, or your [...] vagina, or whatever. It was to do
with the whole mentality, what you were involved in’.7> The implication was therefore that being
‘gay’ required a different ‘mentality’ and involvement in different, progressive politics. By this
assessment, the ‘differences between gay people and straight people’ that GLF emphasised so
strongly were not primarily based on sexuality, in which bisexuality and multiple-gender-
attraction occupied an awkward middle ground, but had more to do with politics. Sexual
behaviour was still relevant, but it was not ‘just’ about this: ‘straight’ people were also associated
with conservatism, capitalism and the maintenance of traditional gender roles, while ‘gay’ people

challenged and subverted these roles.

However, even in this politicised binary of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ that was distinct from but
still linked to sexual behaviour, bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction were still frequently
excluded. This was because the political motives and awareness attributed to bisexuals and
people attracted to multiple genders were often similar to the politics defined as ‘straight’ -
regressive, sexist and so on. In GLF’s binary division of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’, straightness was linked
to conservatism and sexism through the institutions of marriage and the family. GLF’'s Manifesto
expressly linked the family to gender role ‘propaganda’ and argued that ‘the present system of
work and production depends on the patriarchal family’.’¢ GLF’s stated aims required the
‘abolition’ and ‘replacement’ of the traditional family, which would rid society of ‘the gender-role
system which is at the root of our oppression’, and Ossian said that GLF had sought to challenge

‘the patriarchy’s institutions’, which he defined as marriage, the family and capitalism.??

74 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

75 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.

76 GLF, Manifesto, 8-9.

77 GLF, Manifesto, 15; Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
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GLF was not alone in this criticism of the family unit. Other radical groups such as the Gay
Left Collective made links between ‘the family, the oppression of women and gay people, and the
class structure of society’, identifying the family as central to the economic and ideological needs
of capitalism.’8 As Brooke argues, the rejection of the family and apparently ‘straight’
relationships was an ideological legacy passed on from GLF to gay Marxists.?”? Women’s
liberationists also linked ‘women’s oppression, capitalism, and the family’, and Deborah Cohen
has demonstrated that those on the left formed alliances with ‘progressive’ psychiatrists such as
R.D. Laing in ‘identifying the family as a particularly intimate and systematic form of
oppression’.80 Celia Hughes argues that ‘critiques of the nuclear family [...] suffused New Left
communities from 1968’.81 Alliances between left-wing groups enabled liberationists to theorise
their own radicalism, and justified GLF’s argument that the gay liberation movement needed to
be linked to struggles against sexism, capitalism and racism: ‘our struggle for liberation entails
challenging many of the fundamental ideas on which present society is based’.82 However, the
alliances between gay liberation, women's liberation and some ‘modern’ psychiatric theory were
uncomfortable, and predicated on the exclusion of multiple-gender-attraction by associating it
with heterosexuality. The fact that those attracted to multiple genders could be in mixed-gender,
apparently ‘heterosexual’ marriages and have ‘traditional’ families meant that they were
associated with the same political problems that liberationists linked to ‘straightness’. This can
also be seen, albeit to a lesser extent, in some of C.H.E.’s publications, such as the 1974 discussion
paper for the Commission on Bisexuality, which referred to ‘the bisexual contingent’ as people
‘who have not conformed entirely’ to heterosexual conditioning.83 The emphasis on ‘entirely’

suggested that bisexuals had conformed somewhat, but just not entirely, and therefore were still

78 Gay Left Collective, “Collective Statement”, Gay Left, Autumn 1975, 1-2.

79 Brooke, Sexual Politics, 232.

80 Brooke, Sexual Politics, 191; Deborah Cohen, Family Secrets: The Things We Tried to Hide (London,
Penguin Books, 2014), 214.

81 Celia Hughes, Young Lives on the Left: Sixties Activism and the Liberation of the Self (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2015), 32.

82 Birmingham GLF, Gay people are oppressed in numerous ways by society (flyer, undated, c. 1975), 2, LSE:
HCA/CHE/7/130.

83 Baker, “Bisexuality” 1974 discussion paper, 4.
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similar enough to straight people to provoke critique.

The associations between bisexuals and regressive ‘straight’ politics can also be seen in
the response to Colin Maclnnes’s Loving Them Both. In addition to the racialised analysis of
bisexuality discussed in the Introduction, Loving Them Both also included various misogynistic
comments, such as the assessment that lesbians were ‘gloomy’, that not having children was
always and inevitably a ‘disaster’ to a woman, and that same-sex relationships were inherently

less ‘emotional’ and ‘serious’.84

Maclnnes’s sexism was thoroughly criticised in a scathing review in Gay News by Roger
Baker, who accused Maclnnes of ‘the most rampant male chauvinism’.85 Ultimately, Baker argued,
‘there builds up a distasteful portrait of a man who despises homosexuals and despises women
but will cheerfully stick his cock up the arse of either before swaggering off to enjoy the
missionary position and a deep meaningful relationship with “his woman™.86 Crucially, the review
did not just criticise Maclnnes as a lone individual. His ‘rampant male chauvinism’ was used to
make a wider point about bisexual men’s dominance. For example, Baker responded to Maclnnes’

”

suggestion that bisexual men would ‘behave as “males™ during sex with men as well as during sex
with women by arguing that this meant ‘being vicious, egotistical and sadistic [ suppose’.8” He
continued that ‘if anyone has ever doubted the idea that the dominant male equates homosexuals
with women (as objects to despise) they should read Maclnnes’ observations’88 The
characterisation of the ‘dominant male’ could refer both to the dominant partner during sex (i.e.

”ry

men who will ‘usually behave as “males™), and to socially-dominant men who hold the power in
patriarchal society. The context of the discussion of sexual dominance suggests the former, but

‘dominant men’ were differentiated from all homosexuals, not just ‘passive’ homosexuals. This

illustrates one of the ways in which gay liberationists reiterated binary views on sexuality and

84 Maclnnes, Loving Them Both, 11, 24-26.

85 Roger Baker, “Stud Against the Wall”, Gay News, August 1973, 13.
86 Baker, “Stud Against the Wall”, 13.

87 Baker, “Stud Against the Wall”, 13.
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politics, by suggesting that bisexuals were equivalent or similar to heterosexuals. Both bisexual
and heterosexual men were seen as having the same dominance over homosexuals and women,

based in ideas of masculinist and patriarchal privilege.

The criticism of Maclnnes’s work in Gay News did not mention the racist fetishisation and
stereotyping that was also present in Loving Them Both.8° Other contemporaries criticised
Maclnnes’ ‘ignorance and contempt for black migrants’, but this was not mentioned at all in
Baker’s review.?0 The fact that Maclnnes’s racism was not discussed as part of the critical
reception of Loving Them Both by gay liberationists demonstrates the problems that the gay
liberation movement itself had around race. As mentioned above, the ambivalent relationship
between ‘gay and black’ that Ossian described in Brixton left little room for people who were gay
and black. As Power notes, although the formation of GLF was inspired by the Black Panther
Party’s Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention, this was often used by gay
liberationists to seek legitimacy and criticise black homophobia, rather than to inspire a
genuinely self-aware and self-critical approach to radical coalition-building.9!1 The silences
around Maclnnes’s racism, compared to the virulent criticism of his misogyny, also demonstrates
that the criticisms of bisexual men for being politically regressive were specifically linked to their
relationships with women, despite later efforts to distinguish criticism of ‘straight’ politics from

mixed-gender relationships.

Baker was part of the radical wing of C.H.E., and sympathised with most of GLF’s politics
without being a member of it. This highlights how the two groups were less distinct than has been
suggested, and also shows how it was the particular form of radical gay politics that led to the

exclusion of bisexuals, rather than any specific group. This can also be seen in the change in

89 Maclnnes, Loving Them Both, 41-47.

90 Ellis, “Black Migrants, White Queers”, 905. Caribbean men were also aware and critical of Maclnnes’
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C.H.E.’s approach to bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction over the course of the 1970s. As
C.H.E. began to embrace more radical politics in the mid-1970s, it began to exclude multiple-

gender-attraction from its political analyses, as [ will discuss below.

The exclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction by gay liberationists was not
always or primarily the product of deliberate and wilful erasure - more often, it was as a result
of ignorance or a focus on different, more exclusively ‘homosexual’ concerns. However, this
ignorance and sense of priorities was a direct result of GLF’s political theorising, not independent
of it. Radical gay liberation politics relied on a binary distinction between ‘gay’ and ‘straight’. The
capacity to be attracted to someone of a different gender was linked to the capacity for men to
exploit women, and a sense that those attracted to multiple genders would eventually and
inevitably get married, have a family, and thus maintain conservative and capitalist ideals. This
was everything that gay liberationists defined themselves against. In some cases, this led to
bisexuals, especially bisexual men, being castigated as chauvinistic. At other times some people
attracted to multiple genders were accommodated, provided that they were primarily interested
in the same gender and defined themselves as gay or lesbian. More frequently, GLF did not

acknowledge bisexuality or multiple-gender-attraction at all.

The Campaign for Homosexual Equality

Echoing his argument that the label of ‘straight’ could refer more to politics than to sexual
behaviour or identity, Ossian described C.H.E. scathingly: ‘They were fake. They were straight’.92
Lisa similarly criticised C.H.E.’s ‘bureaucracy’, ‘nit-picking’ and attempt to ‘ape heterosexual
society’.3 This aligns with Brooke’s assessment of C.H.E. as ‘traditional’, seeking ‘respectability
and authority’, and resistant to changing the political structure.4 However, although C.H.E.'s

approach to political engagement was certainly much more hesitant than GLF’s, this was not

92 Interview with Ossian, b. 1954, 13 August 2018.
93 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
94 Brooke, Sexual Politics, 231.
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necessarily as straightforward as these analyses suggest.

C.H.E. was the largest lesbian and gay organisation in the country in the 1970s, with a
membership of around 4,000.95 This was both an effect and a cause of its ‘big tent’ approach to
politics that sought to incorporate a wide range of members’ needs and perspectives. Gwen had
been closely involved with C.H.E. during the 1970s, including serving as Chair.%¢ She remembered
a wide range of methods, including writing a submission to the Criminal Law Revision Committee,
visiting schools, appearing on television and working alongside GLF: ‘trying to go out there and
just [...] promote gay rights, really, and [...] combat discrimination and prejudice’.97 This ‘big tent’
approach obviously had advantages and disadvantages for C.H.E., and many of its publications
during the 1970s were attempting to work through these tensions - for example, between those
who wanted to ‘demonstrate that homosexuals are capable of conducting their lives responsibly’,
and a more radical wing influenced by GLF.9%8 By the late 1970s, C.H.E. had adopted more
liberationist politics, but this was a subtle shift over the course of the decade, rather than a radical

departure.

As discussed above, the Campaign had its roots in efforts during the late 1960s to provide
spaces for homosexuals to socialise openly - far from apolitical at the time, although in the 1970s
C.H.E’s social function was often portrayed as antithetical to being an ‘effective campaigning
organisation’.9? In an introductory flyer, C.H.E. committed itself to law reform and providing social
facilities, but also wrote of the need to challenge ‘medical, psychiatric and religious attitudes’ -
the same targets of much of GLF’s activism.100 Gwen had been part of a more radical wing within
C.H.E., and stated that, for her, the differences between C.H.E. and GLF were in part due to location:

‘GLF was mainly in London [...] whereas we, C.H.E., had branches all around the country’.101

95 Robinson, Gay Men and the Left, 79; Brooke, Sexual Politics, 231.
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Although she admitted that for many in C.H.E., GLF were ‘just too far out and too left-wing and too
[...] gender-bending’, they had been able to form a fragile alliance in certain situations.192 There
were also consistent attempts by C.H.E. to link ‘the politics of homosexuality with other areas’,
particularly Labour and trade union politics - its founder and later President, Allan Horsfall, was

a socialist and former Labour councillor.103

C.H.E. was therefore less ‘apologetic and cowardly’ than its critics suggested.19¢ Rather
than being a consistently ‘moderate’ or ‘homophile’ opponent to GLF’s radicalism, it included a
wide range of perspectives from conservative to liberationist. The key difference between GLF
and C.H.E.s political theorising in the early 1970s was that C.H.E. did not construct a binary
division between ‘gay’ and ‘straight’. In its introductory flyer, C.H.E. clearly stated: ‘homosexuality
is not something apart from heterosexuality - rather it is part of a spectrum of sexual
orientation’.105 This focus on a ‘spectrum’ meant that, initially at least, C.H.E. was able to
incorporate bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction into its analysis: ‘Many millions are
bisexual [...] we want a society in which people of all sexual orientations, heterosexual, bisexual
or homosexual, have the same freedom’.106 The organisation FRIEND, the counselling and
befriending arm of C.H.E., also repeatedly referenced bisexuality, stating that it existed to help
isolated ‘homosexual and bisexual women and men’, and emphasising that its counsellors were
‘mostly themselves homosexual or bisexual’ and ‘fully accept homosexuality and bisexuality’.107
This was not only surface-level naming - there was a discussion paper on bisexuality presented
at C.H.E.’s Malvern Conference in 1974; a discussion paper, discussion group and report at the
Sheffield Conference in 1975; and several references to multiple-gender-attraction in other texts.
C.H.E.’s wide-ranging approach to politics was also reflected in its attitude to bisexuality. Just as

C.H.E. took a ‘big tent’ approach to politics, attempting to incorporate a wide range of perspectives
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and functions, so too did it attempt to replicate nearly every possible understanding of bisexuality

in the first half of the 1970s.

C.H.E.s 1974 ‘Discussion Paper on Bisexuality’ was written by Roger Baker, who had also
reviewed Loving Them Both for Gay News. It featured almost every possible construction of
bisexuality, though these were often contradictory. For example, Baker echoed the
conceptualisation of bisexuality as a ‘synthesis’ of heterosexual and homosexual by referring to
its ‘homosexual component’.198 In the same paragraph, however, he stated that ‘to define and
attempt to examine bisexuals in terms of 40 (gay) : 60 (straight) or 10:90 would clearly be tedious
and not very useful’.109 The paper argued that there was ‘a great deal of truth’ in the Freudian
argument that ‘our original sex drive is essentially bisexual’, but this belief was also criticised as
a ‘fantasy-consolation’ for self-hating homosexuals, which Baker dismissed by reiterating his own
homosexuality: ‘many homosexuals (like myself) could not possibly find any sort of continuing
satisfaction in a heterosexual relationship’.110 Finally, the paper suggested that bisexuality
‘subverts [a] neat system and will not be contained’, suggesting that bisexuality was politically
radical, but also described the ‘bisexual contingent’ as a group of people who had ‘not conformed
entirely’ to heterosexual conditioning — implying that they had conformed at least somewhat, if
not entirely.111 The following year’s discussion paper had a similarly contradictory approach. For
example, it argued that bisexuality was regarded as a ‘threat’ by ‘more conservative people’,
suggesting a radical or subversive potential, but also that ‘some people, rather than coming out
openly as gay, hide themselves behind a mask of bisexuality’, which implied that bisexuality was
treated with less opprobrium than ‘coming out openly as gay’.112 These contradictory images of
bisexuality indicate a lack of clarity about what, if anything, C.H.E.’s approach to bisexuality and

attraction to multiple genders should be.
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C.H.E.’s mixed approach to bisexuality was also echoed in Gwen’s experiences. For much
of the 1970s she had lived with a male partner, but also had relationships with women. When I
asked about the responses to this in C.H.E., she said that C.H.E. had ‘some - sort of mixed feelings
about bisexuality’.113 She didn’t receive any hostility - ‘but I bet there was lots of flak behind my
back’.114 The impression generally seems to have been tolerant but not actively welcoming -
Gwen said that her ‘gay credentials’ were ‘pretty sound, and established, and [ don’t think
anybody really... minded, but perhaps there were people who said “do you know, she actually
lives with a man”, you know’.115 Gwen’s own feelings about her identity were ambivalent, both
during the 1970s and 1980s and at the time of our interview:

Interviewer: Did you use the term bisexual [...] to describe yourself?

Gwen: 1 did, but - [sighs] You see this has always been a bit of a problem for me, because
- I've always been in absolutely no doubt about my bisexuality. But — as a - as a sexual
identity, it's problematic [...] it's a confused - confusing identity, for people. It can be. Erm...
so as a sexual identity, [ sort of - I identified as gay, or lesbian. Or, more accurately, as not
straight.116
She also felt more able to ‘come out’ as bisexual later on, after she felt she had earned acceptance
by fighting ‘for the gay cause’.117 The fact that she felt the need to ‘fight for the gay cause’ in order
to establish her ‘gay credentials’ reinforces the sense that C.H.E.’s acceptance of multiple-gender-

attraction was conditional and needed to be earned, rather than an inherently inclusive

understanding of sexual community.

Although C.H.E. was the largest, it was by no means the only ‘homophile’ organisation in
England and Wales during this period. The North-Western group from which C.H.E. originated
had been envisaged in the mid-1960s as a northern off-shoot of the HLRS, although it quickly
became more radical and independent.118 The HLRS itself had been formed in 1958 to pressure

the government to implement the Wolfenden Report’s recommendations. Its mission was so
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specific that achieving law reform in 1967 caused a crisis of purpose, and although it was renamed
the Sexual Law Reform Society (SLRS) in 1970 with a broader focus, it was unable to command
the same influence in the 1970s.119 The Albany Trust had been founded as a counselling and
support wing of the HLRS, although it soon began to host talks and discussion groups as well. It
was still active in the 1970s, although often derided ‘as a remnant of a past, more apologetic
age’.120 In the 1950s and 1960s, homophile groups in Britain articulated their claims to
respectability through the image of homophile ‘inverts’ who had no choice. This depended in part
on the marginalisation of ‘perverts’, primarily working-class men attracted to multiple genders,
whose potential to ‘choose’ the gender of their sexual partners threatened this respectable
narrative.l2! By the 1970s, however, this had changed. Not only did C.H.E. and FRIEND discuss
bisexuality at length, but the Albany Trust also discussed the prospect of forming a group and
producing a paper on bisexuality.122 Its organising secretary, Arlo Tatum, was himself bisexual.
The project was abandoned, which Tatum suggested was in part because the Trustees thought
that his sexuality made him ‘exaggerate the importance’ of research on bisexuality, but the fact
that it was proposed and considered is itself significant.123 This change in homophile attitudes
towards multiple-gender-attraction and bisexuality demonstrates that the 1970s were a specific
historical moment - not only for the changing relationship between ‘homophile’ and
‘liberationist’ groups, but also in terms of the potential for bisexuality and multiple-gender-

attraction to become part of lesbian and gay politics.

At the same time, mindful of Joe Moran’s caution not to view the 1970s as a ‘unified entity
with a distinctive character’, it should also be noted that there was change over the period.124

C.H.E.’s politics were subject to constant interrogation throughout the 1970s, and by the second
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half of the decade it had become more radical and less likely to discuss bisexuality and attraction

to multiple genders.

In the early 1970s, debates within C.H.E. tended to focus on whether C.H.E.’s political,
campaigning functions should be emphasised, or whether it should focus on social activities. In
1972, Bernard Greaves’s article for C.H.E. Bulletin, ‘C.H.E. and political action’, argued that C.H.E.’s
‘social’ role should be secondary to changing society and campaigning for ‘emancipation’.125 He
argued that C.H.E. was ‘not an effective campaigning organisation at present’, but that it should
be, ‘for if C.H.E. is not a relevant political force for the emancipation of homosexuals it will fail and
fall apart’.126 In 1973, C.H.E. and the SMG both left the National Federation of Homophile
Organisations (NFHO), which had been founded in 1971 to co-ordinate activities between over
twenty moderate gay and lesbian groups, citing amongst other reasons problems with the NFHO'’s
‘ponderous structures’.127 At the 1974 Conference a lengthy paper, written by Gwen and others,
again juxtaposed C.H.E.s campaigning and social functions: ‘whereas C.H.E. set out to be a
campaigning organisation [...] it has in fact succeeded in setting up a series of social groups’.128 As
aresult of this paper, a ‘C.H.E. Activists Network’ was set up to act as a specific campaigning wing.
The influence of GLF was apparent in the network’s organisation ‘on non-bureaucratic lines’, its
requirement for members to ‘be prepared to “come out™, and its aim to ‘explore the roots of
oppression and evolve a radical philosophy’ - quite different to the assessments of C.H.E. as
prioritising privacy and ‘eschew][ing] any analysis of oppression’.129 Although the Activists
Network disbanded in 1975, after problems involving its administrative structure and the lack of

qualifications required for someone to become an activist, there was a general acceptance that
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C.H.E. should take a more active role in campaigning for gay rights.130

Debates from the mid-1970s onwards therefore focussed less on whether C.H.E. should
be ‘campaigning’, and more on whether it should have a specific political alignment. In November
1974, C.H.E’s Chair at the time, Barrie Kenyon, argued that C.H.E. should remain politically
neutral, implicitly rejecting GLF’s politicised understanding of ‘gayness’: ‘C.H.E. has no distinct
philosophy of gayness, save the vital need for equality. And this is sensible’.131 As with other
arguments about C.H.E.’s politicisation, this was justified by referring to a particular vision of the
group’s past: ‘Traditionally and justly, C.H.E. has always been “all things to all men and
women".132 Nearly three years later, C.H.E.’s Information Officer, Nigel Hart, wrote an article for
Gay News re-stating the argument for a depoliticised C.H.E., against the general move leftwards.133
He argued that C.H.E. had ‘immense advantages’ from being ‘a single-cause organisation, a focus
for people who believe in gay rights, whatever else they may believe in’, and that it was not C.H.E.’s

‘business to involve itself in any cause which is not strictly relevant to gay rights’.134

However, these opinion pieces were ineffective against the overall trend towards a more
radical form of politics. Despite the arguments of more conservative C.H.E. members, in August
1977 the Conference voted to give C.H.E. a mandate to ‘oppose racism and fascism’, and in May
1978 C.H.E. became affiliated with the Anti-Nazi League.135 This affiliation was a clear policy-
based example of a more general trend towards the political left in C.H.E. from the mid-1970s,
which continued for the rest of the decade: in July 1979 the renamed C.H.E. Broadsheet published
an article entitled ‘The Prospects Under Toryism’, which argued that the Tories wanted ‘a society

based on self-interest, competitiveness and materialism’.13¢ The article continued that gay people
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needed to resist this through ‘commitment and solidarity’ - although there was still a cautious
editorial disclaimer that these views were those of the article’s author, not C.H.E. policy.137 At the
1979/1980 conference, C.H.E.s former Chair Michael Steed even suggested a period of civil
disobedience.138 C.H.E. also became more ‘liberationist’ in ways that went beyond policy
decisions. Its newsletter became increasingly informal and playful in style over the course of the

1970s, until it became ‘hard to distinguish [...] from any liberational or pop culture publication’.139

In part, these changes were due to changing membership of the organisation as a whole
and its Executive Committee - conservatives resigned or were not re-elected, and were replaced
by younger and more radical voices.14? Robinson suggests that this was also influenced by the
break-up of GLF in the mid-1970s: ‘With the Front no longer a visible force, reformists felt less
need to distance themselves from radical actions and approaches’.14! The change over time was
also reflective of the ‘highly charged’ political context of the 1970s and the strength of far-right
groups such as the National Front, which made many rights- and liberties-based groups more
radical in response - the fact that a key indicator of C.H.E.’s move leftwards was its affiliation to
the Anti-Nazi League is evidence of this.142 As C.H.E. became more oriented towards liberationist
politics, there was also a general trend away from discussion of bisexuality. 1974 and 1975 were
the only conferences at which there was discussion of bisexuality, and after this point there was
no nationally-based discussion of bisexuality in C.H.E.’s newsletter, at the conferences or in the
Annual Reports. C.H.E.'s ‘big tent’ approach to politics in the early 1970s had initially led it to
incorporate all possible approaches to bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction. However, as it

became more radical in the mid-1970s it, like GLF beforehand, began to exclude bisexuality and
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multiple-gender-attraction from its analysis.

The position of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction in gay liberation groups during
the 1970s was therefore a complex one. Clearly, as demonstrated by my interviewees, many
people attracted to multiple genders had been members of and involved with these groups.
However, their relationship with them was uneasy. Multiple-gender-attraction could sometimes
be accepted, but generally only if an individual identified as gay and prioritised same-gender
attraction. Bisexuals were linked to heterosexuality and criticised for having regressive ‘straight’
politics, such as upholding gender roles and perpetuating sexist stereotypes. At the beginning of
the period, these politics were generally espoused by GLF. Over the course of the 1970s, however,
as GLF broke down on the national level, other gay liberation groups - such as Gay Left and C.H.E.

- began to dismiss or criticise bisexuals as politically regressive as well.

Lesbian Communities

Analyses of the relationships between bisexuality and lesbian and gay communities often
focus on the ‘challenge’ posed by bisexuality to lesbian politics in particular. Paula C. Rust, for
example, argues that bisexual inclusion was a particularly contentious issue for lesbians because
it had implications for the boundaries of lesbian communities and politics.143 She suggests that
the formation of lesbian feminist politics out of (primarily heterosexual) feminism and the
(primarily male) gay liberation movement meant that lesbian communities were more likely to
be defensive over their boundaries than gay male communities. Hemmings devotes a chapter of
Bisexual Spaces to the relationship between bisexuals and lesbians in Northampton,
Massachusetts (‘Lesbianville’), where she argues lesbian discourses often distinguished between
bisexuality and lesbianism ‘through oppositional use of the terms political and sexual’, and
positioned ‘bisexual women as sexual rather than political, and as embodying heterosexual

privilege’.144 The relationship between bisexuals and gay men in San Francisco, meanwhile, is
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subsumed within a chapter discussing the National Bisexual Conference.!45 The anthology
Bisexual Horizons: Politics, Histories, Lives contains five chapters that explicitly focus on bisexual
women, lesbianism and feminism, compared to two that focus on bisexual men’s politics (with a

particular emphasis on AIDS).146

Many of my interviewees also reflected this focus on the tensions between bisexual and
lesbian communities. For example, when Alison (b. 1967) talked about the hostility she received
from lesbian and gay people, she was primarily focussed on lesbians: ‘[biphobia], particularly in
the 80s, it was very much motivated by second-wave feminist attitudes? [...] | was basically told
that I should be making the political choice to be a lesbian’.147 Louise talked about responses to
her work at a lesbian magazine - from criticisms of her as an individual (‘it was really wrong that
they were, you know, giving a job on a lesbian magazine to a bisexual woman who was with a
man’) to ‘backlash’ and ‘hate mail’ received in response to an article she wrote on bisexuality (‘it

was basically [saying] “there’s nowhere for lesbians to go to - escape from, you know, men”’).148

Of course, this is partly a reflection of the genders of the speakers - female interviewees
were more likely to come into contact with lesbian communities. The authors of the above-
mentioned literature are also all women. However, lan (b. 1962) also referred to lesbian
feminism, commenting that the ‘lesbian sex wars stuff’ made bisexual groups more cautious about
‘gatekeeping’, in order to define themselves against the perceived flaws of lesbian feminist
politics.14? The emphasis on the tense relationship between bisexuals and lesbians was also a

function of a different temporal context — in the 1980s, bisexual communities were becoming
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more coherent and assertive, and lesbian feminism had only relatively recently become more
organised and vocal.15° This meant that these conflicts attracted more publicity than the silences
and exclusions of individuals by the gay liberation movement in the 1970s. As the first half of this
chapter has argued, gay liberationists also excluded bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction,
but the nature of and rationale for this exclusion differed. Lesbian feminism constructed
bisexuality as particularly ‘sexual’ (in a way that was mutually exclusive with ‘political’), and it

was also seen as threatening the incursion of men into women-only spaces.

Six interviewees had been involved in lesbian feminist communities during the 1980s.
Elsa (b. 1951), Judith (b. 1954) and Lisa all identified as lesbian at the time of our interview, and
had experienced attraction to and relationships with men in the past.15! Gwen primarily spoke
about C.H.E. in her interview, but also recalled attending women’s movement meetings in the
1970s and 1980s.152 As discussed above, she described being ‘in absolutely no doubt about my
bisexuality’, but finding it ‘problematic’ as a sexual identity and thus identifying primarily as gay
or lesbian.153 Other interviewees - Vera (b. 1960) and Louise - had identified as lesbian during

the 1980s, but identified as bisexual at the time of our interview.154

Lesbian feminism grew out of both gay liberation and women'’s liberation. Many lesbians
were frustrated at the heterosexual focus of much of the women’s liberation movement, which
often portrayed lesbianism as a ‘lavender herring’ distracting from the struggle for women’s
rights.155 The gay liberation movement, meanwhile, was heavily male-dominated - as discussed

above, women left GLF in frustration in 1972 and C.H.E. in 1977. Liz Stanley, the women’s
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organiser for C.H.E. between 1972 and 1976, wrote in 1982 that gay men in the movement did
not just ignore women, but were actively hostile and misogynist.156 A gay women’s group was
founded by the women who left GLF in February 1972, and the first Gay Women’s Conference
took place in April 1974. By the mid-1970s, these groups were generally describing themselves
as for ‘lesbians’ rather than ‘gay women’, to emphasise their independence from gay liberation
organisations. ‘Lesbian feminists’ could be used to refer simply to lesbians who were also
feminists, but was also seen by some, such as the revolutionary feminist Sheila Jeffreys, as
denoting a specific type of feminist politics: ‘[lesbian feminists] saw their lesbianism as
fundamental to their feminism, rather than incidental, and were involved in challenging

heterosexuality as an oppressive institution’.157

Judith had been involved in several groups connected to the women’s movement, which
she said gave her ‘what | needed in terms of feeling, er... properly part of a community again’.158
These included fortnightly consciousness-raising groups, the helpline Lesbian Line, and a social
event for lesbians known simply as Lesbian Drinks.159 She also taught Women’s Studies evening
classes. Judith argued that the form of these groups was particular to the location, a Midlands
market town, and to the 1980s as a decade: ‘There was a very strong... radical or progressive
strand of activity in [the town] then, which... erm... didn’t survive, really... [That] would be one of
the things I'd want to know - what happened? What happened to all of that activity? What
happened to all of us?’.160 These groups were explicitly connected to other progressive causes and
organisations, especially environmental and peace politics. Numerous activist groups produced a

collective ‘Activist Calendar’ for the area, and Judith recalled ‘a very strong sense of... working
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together as allies’.161

Other interviewees had also been involved in feminist environmentalist and peace
movement groups. Elsa became involved in feminism through the peace movement, rather than
the other way around: ‘my politics then sort of expanded into - not just peace politics, but
women’s politics, and the glorious mixture of the two that Greenham was’.162 Vera had been
involved in publishing a spiritual feminist magazine, and connected feminism, lesbianism, the
peace movement and the spirituality of the Goddess movement: ‘it’s like your sexuality, and your
politics, and your spirituality, all lined up together’, although she also acknowledged that as she
had got older she had realised ‘life’s not that neat, is it?’.163 As Ruth Lindley argues, spiritual
feminists ‘did not use spirituality as merely a language through which to discuss political (‘real’)
issues, but as the starting point of their radical feminist critique’.164 Again, specific locations - in
this case, another Midlands town, and a city in the East Midlands - were very important in Vera’s
experience: ‘the ‘80s were a very fertile time in [the city] [...] there were lots of collective type
stuff, there were - you know, wholefood shops, the printing collective, [...] the veggie food

collective [...] lots and lots of women - women'’s bands, and things’.165

In general, the lesbian communities that interviewees spoke about were less coherent
than the gay liberation organisations, even the comparatively anarchic GLF. Interviewees spoke
about being involved in a general ‘community’ and engaging with a wide range of activities.
Jeffreys discusses ‘women’s culture’ that was ‘informed by the theory and politics of lesbian
feminism’ - not just produced by lesbian feminists, but arising from ‘a distinctly lesbian
perspective, a view of the world that started from a critique of heterosexuality as a political

institution and envisaged and created a new world for women’.166 This included feminist
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literature, bookstores and printing presses, lesbian-only squats, women’s music and theatre, and
women’s discos.16” These were often not linked to specific groups, although many of the same
people were involved in organising them. As such, unlike in the first half of this chapter, I will
focus on the themes that arose in interview discussions about these communities and politics,

rather than specific organisations in themselves.

Bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction were fraught topics for lesbian feminist
politics firstly because they upset the idea of lesbianism as a political choice. Rust argues that
many of the political arguments made by lesbian feminists during the 1970s and 1980s ‘relied
implicitly on the assumption that lesbianism is a possible choice for all women’.1¢8 Women who
were attracted to multiple genders but identified as lesbian could be incorporated within lesbian
feminism, but women who continued to identify as bisexual were seen as seeking male approval
and thus politically regressive. Secondly, bisexual women were seen as allowing the incursion of
men, either literally through their relationships with them, or symbolically through their
perceived attention to or prioritisation of men. This can be seen in the lesbian backlash to
Louise’s article on bisexuality, in the comment that ‘there’s nowhere for lesbians to go to - escape
from, you know, men’.169 Lesbians who read the article were not literally confronted with men,
because Louise was a woman writing for a women’s magazine, but the discussion of bisexuality
was seen as bringing attention to men and their desires. Bisexual men were also perceived as
threatening to lesbians in spaces such as the London Lesbian and Gay Centre. Both of these
themes - lesbianism as a political choice, and the incursion of men - will be discussed below. At
the same time, it is important to avoid uncritically re-iterating the supposedly binary division
between ‘exclusionary’ lesbians on the one hand, and ‘inclusive’ bisexuals on the other,

particularly in relation to topics such as the ‘lesbian sex wars’ over sadomasochism (SM) and
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pornography. Just as there were differences and divisions within the gay liberation movement on
the inclusion of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction, so too were there differences

amongst lesbian feminists.

Lesbian Politics and Political Lesbianism

Jeffreys, writing in 1999, set out the argument that bisexuality ‘depoliticised’ sexual
identity.170 She had been part of Leeds Revolutionary Feminists, who wrote Love Your Enemy?, a
pamphlet setting out the argument for political lesbianism by arguing that all feminists ‘can and
should be political lesbians’.17t This belief was essential to conceptualising lesbianism as a
challenge to the patriarchy, as Rust argues: ‘lesbianism could be such a tool [for feminism] only if
women were able to choose lesbianism freely in response to men’s patriarchal behaviour, and
men would only change their behaviour if they believed that women were capable of
responding’.172 However, if lesbianism was a form of political protest because it represented ‘a
refusal to love men against all the pressures of the male-dominant, man-loving culture’,
acknowledgement and acceptance of attraction to multiple genders was ‘a form of co-operation
with male supremacy’.173 This was one reason why bisexuality was such a fierce area of debate
amongst feminists in the 1970s and especially the 1980s. When lesbianism was viewed as a
positive political choice, women identifying as bisexual was inevitably seen as politically
regressive, because it meant that they were choosing to continue interacting with men. This was
a factor in many women, including some of my interviewees, identifying as lesbian rather than

bisexual.

Elsa had identified as heterosexual early in her life, which had involved marriage to a man,
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and then identified as lesbian from around the mid-1980s.174 She said that ‘it didn’t occur to me’
to identify as bisexual, without offering further explanation, but also said that other women might
have described her as bisexual, ‘because I'd been heterosexual’.17> Although she didn’t explicitly
link bisexual politics to her identifying as lesbian, she commented more generally on how
bisexuality ‘wasn’t really approved of’, was viewed by lesbians as ‘really like - supping with the
devil’, and that bisexual women were believed to be ‘supported by and approved by the
patriarchy’.17¢ Elsa’s language here was reminiscent of Love Your Enemy?, and although she
distanced herself from these views with passive language - ‘it was viewed as’, ‘wasn’t really
approved of - it seems likely that they would have had an impact on her identity, even if an

unconscious one.

Elsa did explicitly distance herself from what she described as the ‘lesbian thought police’
and the ‘mainstream thinking at the time’, which argued that ‘all men were bastards’.177 She
described her long-term relationship with a man as having been ‘very happy, very strong, very
loving’ and said that ‘nobody wanted to hear that my one was alright’.178 [ will discuss lesbian
interviewees’ often positive recollections of male former partners in greater detail in Chapter
Four. However, despite these positive experiences, Elsa emphasised that when she first began
having relationships with women ‘it wasn’t just about sex, it was about politics and the whole...
life, basically’.179 While her relationship with a man was a positive experience, then, it was not
political in the same way as her relationships with women. She also reflected on the significance
of the specific 1980s context in relation to this, saying that her relationship with her male partner
‘didn’t quite work out, although maybe it could’ve done, in a different place, or a [...] different

time’.180
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Elsa’s recollections about lesbian and bisexual identity are strikingly similar to one of the
Hall-Carpenter interviewees, Beryl (b. 1947).181 In a similar way to Elsa’s brief statement that
identifying as bisexual ‘didn’t occur to’ her, Beryl said that ‘I never have thought bisexuality was
an option, really, I don’t think’.182 Similarly to Elsa’s positive reflections on her male former
partner, Beryl said that she had been ‘getting on [...] very well, most of the time, with the man that
[ lived with’ and she ‘found that very hard to reconcile’ with her feminist politics and involvement
in Women's Aid groups. This could therefore suggest that bisexuality was being characterised as
an insufficiently political identity, or one separate from feminist politics, in such a way that it
provided no useful means of reconciling these politics with a relationship with a man. Beryl also
distanced herself from the ‘mainstream’ lesbian perspective during the 1980s, in that she initially
resisted coming out as a lesbian because she felt too much external pressure to do so: ‘it just
seemed like everybody was coming out, and that was the thing to do’.183 Unlike Elsa, who explicitly
identified as a lesbian at the time of our interview in 2019, Beryl still seemed hesitant when asked
by the interviewer to describe her sexuality - ‘in what way?’ - but generally seemed to accept the

interviewer’s assertion of her lesbianism.

Of course, some women attracted to multiple genders identified as lesbian for other
reasons, not always directly connected to lesbian feminism. As discussed above, Gwen focussed
more on the gay liberation movement, and identified as gay, lesbian or ‘not straight’ because she
saw bisexuality as potentially ‘a weaselly way of kind of not being in the gay struggle’.184 She was
critical of political lesbians, who she considered to be ‘straight women pretending to be lesbians’:
‘there was a big debate about whether it was - almost like, to be a true feminist you had to be a

lesbian [...] And I really didn't agree with that [...] There's nothing worse than straight women

181 Beryl Foster, b. 1947, interviewed by MF, 17 May 1991. The British Library: HCA Oral History Project,
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pretending to be lesbians for a feminist reason, is there?’185 Other women also echoed this critique
of political lesbians as ‘straight women pretending to be lesbians’. Alison (who identified as
bisexual, both at the time of our interview and during the 1980s) described political lesbians as
‘not actually attracted to women’ and ‘nominally part of the L and G community at that time - [but
they] actually weren’t. And yet they were telling me 1 wasn’t valid’.186 Lisa, who identified as
lesbian, said that she ‘actually ended up feeling like [ was a second-class lesbian [compared to
political lesbians], because I was doing it out of lust’.187 She explained her lesbian identity on the
basis of her belief in a binary of ‘primary’ attraction - she was primarily attracted to women, and

so identified as lesbian.188

Other interviewees, however, did explicitly link their lesbian identity to feminist politics.
Judith said that she identified as lesbian ‘coz I'm a feminist. I mean - that’s why’.18% She also said
that she ‘never called [herself] bisexual, because... of the politics surrounding it, really [...]
Because I'm a feminist’.190 She differentiated between ‘sexual behaviour’, ‘sexual identity’ and
‘political affiliation’, and argued that although her sexual behaviour had been ‘bisexual’, she was
lesbian ‘much more politically - as a political act, than as a sexual identity’.19! This is reminiscent
of Jeffreys’ argument that ‘the lesbianism of lesbian feminism [...] is not seen simply or even
necessarily as sexual acts’ but rather as ‘a form of political resistance to male dominance’.192 When
[ asked for more detail about Judith’s thoughts on bisexual politics, however, she became more
vague: ‘it’s not that 'm less keen on it [bisexual politics]. I'm probably just a product of my time’.193
Although she denied being ‘less keen on’ bisexual politics, her rejection of bisexual identity

because of ‘the politics surrounding it’ and her juxtaposition of being a feminist with being
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bisexual suggests that Judith did, in fact, consider there to be a dichotomy between bisexual
identity and (lesbian) feminist politics. Her denial of this was probably more to do with
discomposure about being asked a direct question on the subject, especially given that [ was
interviewing her for a project focussed on ‘bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction’, and she

may therefore have believed that [ wanted to hear uncritically positive reflections on bisexuality.

Judith’s argument that her views on lesbian feminism are ‘a product of [her] time’
warrants closer attention. The women I interviewed who identified as lesbian at the time of our
interview were generally of a similar age — born between 1951 and 1954. Other women, such as
Louise and Vera, who were both born in the 1960s, had identified as lesbian during the 1980s but
identified as bisexual from around 2000.194 It does therefore appear that the continuation of
lesbian identity into the present, amongst women attracted to multiple genders, can be linked to
a specific sub-generation. This may be because they were more deeply involved in and thus more
influenced by debates around political lesbianism and lesbian feminism in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, or because they were less involved in sexual politics and activism by the time
bisexuality became more visible and widely-discussed in the late 1980s and 1990s. An exception
to this generational trend is Carmen (b. 1949), who despite being the oldest of my interviewees
identified as pansexual.195 However, she had come to this through counter-cultural and sexual
freedom groups, after previously identifying as straight, and had rejected the lesbian feminists
she described as ‘orthodykes’ in the 1970s and 1980s. In general, the interviewees who had been
involved in lesbian feminism support Judith’s argument that her lesbian feminist identity was a
‘product’ of a specific time. I will return to the issue of generational differences in greater detail

in Chapter Five.

Some of the Hall-Carpenter interviewees were also part of the same sub-generation of

these interviewees, born in the 1940s and early 1950s, although of course they were interviewed
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around three decades before I conducted my own interviews. In addition to Beryl, who was born
in 1947 and stated that she didn’t think bisexuality was ‘an option’, other Hall-Carpenter
interviewees also rejected bisexuality, often for political reasons. For example, Liz (b. 1951) said
that she was in a good relationship with a male partner when she became attracted to women,
but ‘I didn’t define myself as bisexual [...] that didn’t make any sense to me, it wasn’t about that...
it was about that I had this very very... strong relationship with this particular man’.19% Although
she did not explicitly state why bisexuality ‘didn’t make any sense’, at another point in the
interview she also spoke about coming to reject relationships with men due to her research into
sexual abuse:
It made me... even more angry. About the forms that women’s oppression takes, on an
individual, interpersonal level. And it certainly made... it much much more difficult, and
in the end impossible, for [my partner]| and I to sustain a sexual relationship [...] I just
found... it impossible to reconcile, erm... everything that I knew, and connecting that up,
much more, to an analysis of... heterosexuality as an institution, and how it currently
functions. To feel, erm... comfortable, in that [relationship].197
Liz therefore rejected heterosexuality, and relationships with men in general, due to a lesbian
feminist analysis of sexual politics. Sophie (b. 1957) also talked about the links between sex with
men and sexual abuse, and argued that her involvement in feminism meant that she eventually
found it difficult to distinguish ‘ordinary heterosexual sex’ from rape.198 Like other interviewees,
she emphasised that this was not specific to her individual experiences with men - ‘I don’t think
[ was coerced very much at all’ - but a general political analysis of mixed-gender relationships.199
The comments made by Liz and Sophie about the politics of mixed-gender relationships aligned

with the political lesbian analysis in Love Your Enemy?: ‘[Penetration’s] function and effect is the

punishment and control of women. It is not just rape which serves this function [...] every act of
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penetration for a woman is an invasion which undermines her confidence and saps her
strength’.200 Although Judith did not refer specifically to these arguments, her references to the
feminist politics of lesbianism do seem to align with the more detailed points made by Liz and
Sophie, who were born at similar times. It does therefore appear that this specific link between
feminist politics and lesbian identity as a conscious choice was a ‘product of [a specific] time’, a
sub-generation of women who were in their late twenties and thirties during the 1980s and

engaged in debates about lesbian feminism.

On the other hand, Judith also said that she identified as a lesbian for political reasons
even when she was currently in a relationship with a man: ‘I'm a lesbian who happens to be
sleeping with a man at the moment’.201 A similar argument was made by the Hall-Carpenter
interviewee Diane (b. 1941), who said that her husband ‘knew that I was a lesbian, or - or was...
had had relationships with women as well’.202 The interviewer seemed confused by this, and
asked her about the ‘process of changing [her] sexuality’ after the break-up of her marriage, but
Diane was very insistent: ‘It wasn’t so much changing it, as sort of activating it [...] I felt I was
already a lesbian, so didn’t have to - come out so much from that point of view’.203 This
understanding of lesbian identity could therefore still incorporate relationships with men. These
definitions of lesbianism - a woman who was attracted to other women, not necessarily to the
exclusion of men - were directly at odds with the definition of ‘political lesbianism’ asserted in
Love Your Enemy?: ‘a political lesbian is a woman-identified woman who does not fuck men. It
does not mean compulsory sexual activity with women’.204 Sophie, who argued in her Hall-
Carpenter interview that she found it difficult to distinguish ‘ordinary heterosexual sex’ from

rape, also disagreed with Love Your Enemy, because she thought the attitude of Leeds
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Revolutionary Feminists patronisingly portrayed heterosexual women as ‘either stupid or
masochistic’.205 She seemed conflicted on the issue of political lesbianism itself - on the one hand,
she wrote that ‘I absolutely reject the idea that heterosexual feminists’ political work is
undermined simply by their sleeping with men as such’, but also broadly agreed with the
argument that there were ‘obviously ways in which women’s relationships with men damage
themselves and other women’.206 Ultimately, her disagreement seems more focussed on the
approach taken by Leeds Revolutionary Feminists, and she argued that leaving relationships with

men should be a decision made by these women, without being ‘dictated’ to.207

Even amongst women who identified as lesbian for political reasons, therefore, there
were still differences about what this meant, and the politics and strategy behind it. Judith and
Diane, and potentially others, emphasised identifying as lesbian as a political act of solidarity with
other women, which could still incorporate relationships with men and multiple-gender-
attraction, even as it characterised bisexual identity as less ‘political’ or politically regressive. In
contrast, the authors of Love Your Enemy? prioritised the rejection and exclusion of men. This
position, linked to a desire for women-only spaces, affected women attracted to multiple genders

whether they identified as bisexual or not.

Women-0Only Spaces and Phallic Envoys

Attraction to multiple genders was also perceived as a threat to lesbianism insofar as it
enabled the incursion of men into women-only or lesbian-only spaces. Men attracted to multiple
genders were perceived as a risk in a similar way to straight men, and considerably more so than
gay men, because they could harass lesbians with their potentially desiring male gaze. Bisexual
women were a threat because of ‘their relationship, or potential relationship, to men [...] The

bisexual woman’s male lover lurks in the shadows; she is his phallic envoy into uncharted
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territory’.208

Many of my interviewees recalled abuse or suspicion from lesbians on the basis of their
‘potential relationship to men’. One of Louise’s lesbian friends was upset when Louise ‘came out’
as bisexual because she was concerned about Louise bringing her male partner to events: ‘she
said “well I'm... you know, I really value my - my lesbian friendships [...] I don’t really want to
socialise with straight couples™.209 On a more extreme level, Alison was even punched by the new
girlfriend of an ex-partner, who told her that ‘you should make a choice, leave men behind, you're

tainted because you’ve slept with men’.210

Perhaps the single clearest example of bisexual exclusion from lesbian and gay
communities during the 1980s was the decision by London Lesbian and Gay Centre to refuse to
allow bisexual groups to meet there, in March 1985.211 The Centre had been set up in 1984, funded
by a grant from the Greater London Council.212 Kate was an out bisexual volunteer at the Centre
at the time, and described it as a ‘really fantastic resource, spaces for - everything, spaces for
organisations and groups, and - meetings, and a bar café, it was really, really fantastic’.213 The
decision to ban bisexual groups was reported by Bi-Monthly to have been influenced by lesbians
‘who expressed the view that bisexual men were likely to harass lesbians in the Centre’.214 Kate
summed up the ban as being ‘on the grounds that - lesbians should be able to feel safe from men
looking at them in a - or thinking about them, I suppose, in a sexual way’.215 SM groups were also
banned, for ‘similar’ reasons - [ will discuss the links between bisexuality and SM in greater detail

below.216 Although the Centre itself was not seen as a women-only or lesbian-only space, the ban
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and the reasoning behind it suggest that it was seen as a space where lesbians should be able to
be free from the potential desire of men. Bisexual men were seen as particularly threatening in

this regard, and bisexual women were excluded by association.

The ban from London Lesbian and Gay Centre also highlights the tensions between the
development of an independent bisexual community, a bisexual community that was a sub-section
of a wider lesbian and gay community, and individual bisexuals. A letter in response to the ban,
written on behalf of Bi-Monthly, London Bisexual Group, Edinburgh Bisexual Group and the
Bisexual Women’s Group, explicitly sought bisexual inclusion as part of the lesbian and gay
community: ‘we understood the Centre was established to be a Community Centre and we are
part of that Community’.217 The ban was also of bisexual organisations, not individuals who were
attracted to multiple genders. This was highlighted in Bi-Monthly as a reason why the ban was
flawed: ‘it was pointed out that it was illogical to allow individual bisexuals to use the Centre but
not bisexual groups’.218 Kate spoke in her interview of a sense of betrayal that her work for the
London Lesbian and Gay Centre, and the lesbian and gay community more broadly, was going
unacknowledged:

It made no sense at all, coz they didn’t ban individual bisexuals, they only banned groups

[...] we're working for this centre, we're doing stuff, we're contributing |[...] Part of the

argument, er, against bisexuals at the time, was, well they're just freeloaders, you know,

they don’t do anything to advance lesbian and gay liberation [..] And we’re there
modelling - being bisexual and very active politically and, you know, donating our time
as a volunteer, and all that. Made no difference. They still banned the bisexual groups.219
It was also ‘implied’ at a meeting with the Management Committee of the Centre that the Radical
Lesbian / Gay-Identified Bisexual Network would still be allowed to meet there, ‘because of the
nature of its title’ - that is, the fact that they ‘identified’ as or with lesbians and gays.220 The

Edinburgh Bisexual Group was also not banned, presumably because they were unlikely to meet

in the London centre. As mentioned above, bisexual groups had been allowed to use the
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Edinburgh Lesbian and Gay Centre as their meeting place from its inception.

The ban was clearly distressing to many, particularly bisexuals who had been involved
with lesbian and gay activism. The way the ban was understood - as lesbians within the Centre
rejecting the threatening sexual gaze of bisexual men, and bisexual women’s associations with
men - also has significant implications for the histories of bisexual and lesbian communities and
politics. However, it should not be overstated as a complete rejection of bisexuals from a wider
lesbian and gay community. The ban was voted down by members of the Centre in June 1985,
after less than three months, and seems to have encountered criticism from most quarters: Bi
Monthly reported that the Lesbian and Gay Pride Week Committee had threatened not to stage
any events at the Centre in protest at the ban, and Gay News described it as ‘a fiasco’ and ‘if nothing

else [...] one of the greatest PR debacles the gay movement has yet seen’.221

The London Lesbian and Gay Centre was clearly not a women-only space, although it did
have a women-only floor. Lisa recalled that she ‘wasn’t allowed on the women’s floor’ because
she was ‘too controversial’, although it is unclear whether this was ever made official.222 Gay men
were not perceived as threatening by the lesbians in the Centre, nor was desire for women in
general, but bisexual men were associated with straight men in that their specifically male desire

for women was seen as potential harassment.

Many specifically women-only or lesbian-only spaces proliferated in the 1980s, and
interviewees expressed a wide range of feelings about them. Judith emphasised that she was ‘not
a separatist, | never have been’, but she had been interested in ‘creating a women-only space’
through Lesbian Drinks.223 This statement highlights how the distinctions between ‘women-only’
and ‘lesbian-only’ were often elided in lesbian communities. Louise also reflected on the ‘porous

[...] boundaries between feminism and more kind of lesbian subculture’ as a positive feature - ‘we
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talked about women'’s clubs, we didn’t say leshian clubs’.224 For Louise, especially as a young adult,
this helped them to appear an ‘unthreatening environment’ where ‘there were lots of reasons to
want to go, even if you weren’t, you know, looking to pull’.225 The description of groups or events
as ‘women’s’ therefore implied that they were less sexualised, and could possibly incorporate

ambiguity about one’s sexual identity, in a way that she found freeing.

On the other hand, Vera was more negative about women-only spaces, and argued that
they had pressured her and other women to identify as lesbians: ‘the further I got into, sort of,
women-only stuff, there was more and more pressure to not be, bi, and to be a lesbian [...] nobody
would be horrible to you, if you were straight, or bi, but you weren’t really... you didn’t really
belong, the way you belonged if you were a lesbian’.226 Her more critical recollections were
affected by her sense that she had been using women-only activism as a way of ‘repressing’ her
attraction to men: ‘I just - didn’t spend any time with any men at all! [laughs] [...] you know, [I
focussed on] all kinds of stuff which was women-only, or lesbian-only’.227 It was only after
spending some time at the mixed-gender ‘Queer Pagan Camp’, an experience which she described
as ‘magical’, ‘amazing’ and ‘probably one of the best weeks I've ever spent anywhere’ that she
began to question her lesbian identity and ‘come to terms with the fact that [...] [ seemed to be
attracted to some blokes’.228 Her efforts to explore multiple-gender-attraction were then further
curtailed by the fact that she lived in a lesbian-only housing co-operative at the time, and so

‘coming out’ as bisexual might lead to losing her home.

It should be noted that the communities and spaces that Louise and Vera were talking
about were quite different. Louise was focussing on social spaces, women’s club nights and discos,
in contrast to Vera’s focus on women-only peace camps and activist groups. The differences in

their perspectives could therefore be seen more as a reflection of the differences between
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primarily ‘social’ networks and more organised, explicitly political, groups. This interpretation is
reinforced by Louise’s discussion of more organised girls’ youth groups. In those instances, the
association between lesbianism and a group being solely for women or girls was more alienating,
and Louise said that this contributed to bisexuality not feeling like a ‘tenable identity’ for many
years:
[ didn’t think of [bisexuality] as tenable for me? [...] there was a lot of kind of girls’ work,
you know, youth work, girls’ work it was called, like specific work that was being done
with young women [...] It was like “Lesbians, Lesbians, Lesbians” [laughs slightly]. You

know? And... there was no... there was no resources. There was nothing. Nobody was
running a group for bi girls.229

The major divide amongst lesbian feminists in the 1980s was what many interviewees
referred to as the ‘lesbian sex wars’, focussed primarily on SM and pornography. These began in
the US, influenced by the rival magazines Off Our Backs and On Our Backs, and in the UK were
mostly focussed in London, although cities such as Leeds also witnessed bitter divisions.230 Critics
of SM saw it as the glorification of violence against women, and linked leather clothing and whips
to Nazism and slavery.231 One interviewee, Vera, said her opinion in the 1980s had been ‘that kind
of standard feminist line that goes “ooh. That doesn't - that looks horrible, and unequal, and - is
not a good idea™.232 Pornography, meanwhile, was seen as commodifying women’s bodies for
male gratification - ‘pornography depends for its continued existence on the rape and
prostitution of women’ - and its detractors often highlighted examples of extremely violent and
racialised imagery to demonstrate this.233 Other issues related to women-only spaces also became
mixed up in the ‘sex wars’ - lesbian feminists who were hostile to pornography and SM were often
also assumed to be ‘political’ lesbians, and opposed to the inclusion of bisexuals and trans people

as well. This led to a binary construction of the debates, both in written sources and amongst my
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interviewees, which mapped fairly consistently onto the ‘political’ / ‘sexual’ binary. On the one
hand, there were lesbian feminists who were opposed to SM, pornography, the inclusion of
bisexuals and trans people, and often supported a view that women should make the political
choice to identify as lesbians; and on the other hand, there were ‘sex-positive’ women who did
not think that feminists necessarily needed to identify as lesbians, and who accepted SM,

pornography, bisexuals and trans people.

In Britain, the ‘lesbian sex wars’ involved fierce debates and splits within organisations -
for example, Louise’s support for SM feminists caused a rift between her and others on the
editorial team of Shocking Pink magazine, which led to her resignation, and she recalled that ‘no
group or institution was left unscathed, basically’.23¢ There were also hostile protests and
‘invasions’ of women into groups or events that they disagreed with. Louise spoke about the
‘infamous’ group of women who ‘smashed their way in’ to Chain Reactions, a lesbian SM club
night, ‘with crowbars and ski masks [...] it was bizarre at the time, it seems even more bizarre
now, it's just like - hang on, you're complaining about violence against women, but you're
violently... you know, invading this - space’.235 In turn, Judith criticised the SM lesbians who
turned up at a lesbian disco ‘in a lot of leathers with chains and - whips [...] it was absolutely dire,

coz lots of women got very upset, and erm - they wouldn'’t stop’.236

Most of my interviewees were critical of the anti-SM and anti-pornography position. Both
Lisa and Louise criticised it as ‘ridiculous’, although both clarified that they were not personally
involved in SM.237 Louise thought that the ‘insistence that [SM] was bad and wrong [laughs],
tantamount to evil, erm... was... kind of exaggerated’, and was actually ‘glamorising’ SM further.238
Lisa portrayed it as overly-sensitive and humourless:

They thought I was a known S and M-er, because I'd been condemned [...] because I'd
turned up to the opening of the London Lesbian and Gay Centre in a pair of leather boots
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with a riding crop stuck down them, as a joke. And | was there with my very good mate at

the time, who'd turned up in a leather jacket and she'd borrowed a man's muir cap. And

we were condemned for wearing “Nazi regalia and instruments of torture”!239
Lisa linked this perspective to ‘a really strong desire to purify the club [...] which was very
bizarre’, and Louise linked it to the political lesbian ‘anxieties’ around penetration.24? In the US
context, too, Hemmings argues that ‘the same women who were vocal in the antipornography/SM
arguments in 1989 spoke most publicly in favour of maintaining the [Northampton] Pride March
as Lesbian and Gay’, thus linking their hostility to bisexuality to a broader desire for a
‘homogeneous’ lesbian community.24! In the UK, this perspective was further reinforced by the
fact that London Lesbian and Gay Centre banned SM groups at the same time as bisexual groups,
as both were seen as threatening to lesbians in the Centre, and the fact that there was a lot of
bisexual people involved in the SM scene, as | will discuss in the next chapter. Vera, who
characterised her opinion in the 1980s as ‘that standard feminist line’ of hostility to SM, said that
her views on this changed at the same time as she ‘came out’ as bisexual around 2000: ‘my politics

changed, my feminism changed, erm, my attitudes towards all kinds of things changed, it was

quite a big upheave-y time’.242

Another issue linked to this was the inclusion of trans women, especially in ‘women-only’
spaces. Women who were particularly concerned about penetrative sex sapping women’s
strength were also more likely to view trans women as male. If they were particularly threatened
by bisexual women symbolically allowing the ‘incursion’ of men into women'’s spaces, they were
also likely to be hostile to the perceived ‘incursion’ of trans women into these same spaces. When
Vera came out as bisexual after identifying as lesbian, she changed her opinions not just on SM
but also trans inclusion. While previously she said that she had been ‘part of the very, kind of

reactive, erm... set of beliefs... you know, that - like, sort of trans exclusionary stuff you see now
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[...] I-Twasn’t supportive of trans women at all’.243 Identifying as bisexual also led her to become
more inclusive of trans women and SM, suggesting that the ‘standard feminist line’, which was
implied to be the lesbian feminist line, was opposed to these. Alison also echoed this in her
argument that bisexual and trans people were ‘allies” who were more able to understand one
another’s perspective: ‘L and G people, erm... | think the way they treat bi and trans issues is very
much the same’.244 [ will return to this topic in Chapter Five, on Popular Memory, because many
interviewees linked the ‘lesbian sex wars’ to debates about trans inclusion and the Gender
Recognition Act that were particularly active in the late 2010s. For now, it suffices to highlight
that the ‘lesbian sex wars’ were not solely about pornography and SM, but also incorporated
broader anxieties about ‘women-only spaces’ and the lesbian community, which were often

couched in the language of the ‘political’ / ‘sexual’ binary.

However, interviewees’ discussions of their own identities and beliefs did not always
align with this strict binary. Lisa, as discussed above, ‘just didn’t like censorship’ and thus
disagreed with the stance that many lesbians took in relation to SM and pornography, but she
also identified as lesbian partly for political and feminist reasons.245 Judith despaired of the ‘dire’
behaviour of SM feminists, but in relation to pornography she was more hesitant, and said that
she ‘want[ed] to be sex-positive without being pornographic’.246¢ While Vera linked her changed
politics around trans women to her changed politics around SM, she also referred to the American
radical feminists Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, who were strongly anti-
pornography but also ‘rock-solid trans inclusive’.24? Furthermore, bisexuals also had mixed
responses to SM. There were articles in Bi-Monthly that were critical of SM (‘SM is based on
dominance / submission and humiliation. These are the very practices in society that express

misogyny’) as well as defensive of it (‘S/M could even be seen to symbolise the new ideal: ie -

243 Interview with Vera (pseudonym), b. 1960, 26 October 2018.
244 Interview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018.
245 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.

246 Interview with Judith (pseudonym), b. 1954, 11 October 2018.
247 Interview with Vera (pseudonym), b. 1960, 26 October 2018.
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balanced power out in the open in safe environments between people who trusted and loved each
other’).248 Carmen, who described herself as pansexual and had never identified as lesbian, had
been involved in making experimental pornography, but was hostile towards both trans women
and ‘orthodyke’ lesbian feminists.249 Ian recalled discussions at many bisexual conferences during
the 1980s about ‘stopping having penetrative sex’, which was partly related to concerns about
AIDS but also influenced by lesbian feminist critiques of penetration.25¢ The assumption that
lesbian feminist communities were uniformly hostile towards bisexual women, trans women, SM
and pornography was therefore not always accurate, and the ‘lesbian sex wars’ did not divide

lesbian communities into a clear and consistent binary.

The role of place was also an important factor in divides amongst lesbian feminists. Lisa
emphasised that there was much more division between lesbian feminists in London, where she
lived during the 1980s, than she had encountered in Lancaster in the 1970s.251 She attributed this
in part to the different time, but also to the different size of the community - in London during
the 1980s the lesbian community was increasingly large and confident and therefore, she argued,
more exclusionary: ‘there starts to be higher - or different, expectations - and you don’t accept
everybody into one big warm fold’.252 Louise also stated that her experiences were particular to
London, and that the experiences of a friend who grew up in a small town were much less

consciously linked to feminism, and much more ‘gritty’ and ‘scary’.253

Bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction were therefore excluded by lesbian politics in
the 1980s. Women who continued to identify as bisexual were seen as politically regressive,
because they were rejecting political lesbian feminism in favour of male approval and ‘sleeping

with the enemy’. In contrast to lesbianism, which was ‘political’, bisexuality was seen as primarily

248 Ljz Verran, “Why SM is Unacceptable”, Bi-Monthly, March 1984, 2; Pink Dandelion, “Pro-SM”, Bi-
Monthly, February 1985, 16-17.

249 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.

250 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

251 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.

252 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.

253 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, July 2018.
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‘sexual’, and often linked to pornography, SM, and the damaging incursion of men into women-
only spaces. Women who were attracted to multiple genders but did not identify as bisexual could
sometimes be included, but sometimes had to consign relationships with men to the past in order
to be included on the basis of a lesbian identity. Although some individual lesbians were tolerant
of bisexuality during this time, lesbian politics could not allow for bisexuality to also be political.
As Rust concludes: ‘the one implication that follows consistently from almost all of lesbians’
arguments is the implication that bisexuality per se, regardless of how it is defined, has no politics
[...] lesbian politics have been constructed at the expense of the possibility of a bisexual

politics’.254

Conclusion

Bisexuality in the 1970s and 1980s was framed as apolitical or, more frequently, actively
politically regressive. This was due to the political problem that bisexuality posed, firstly to gay
liberation politics with its binary of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’, and secondly to the gender essentialism
and desexualisation of lesbianism particular to certain strands of lesbian feminism. Men attracted
to multiple genders were often particularly criticised for holding on to patriarchal privilege, while

bisexual women were threatening through their continued association with men.

It is important to distinguish between people who identified as bisexual, and those who
identified otherwise but were attracted to more than one gender. In the 1970s gay liberation
movement, people who were attracted to multiple genders but identified as gay could be accepted
and incorporated into a gay/straight binary. Amongst 1980s political lesbians, however, women
who identified as lesbian but continued to have sex with men were a source of great tension and

division - although that did not mean that they stopped doing so, as Judith and Lisa demonstrate.

In relation to change over time, C.H.E.’s increasing radicalism over the course of the 1970s

meant that bisexuality was less likely to be included by gay organisations in the second half of the

254 Rust, Bisexuality and Lesbian Politics, 200.
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decade. During the 1980s, bisexuals began to form independent groups that were separate from
gay liberation organisations. This separation was, in turn, rigidly enforced by gay and lesbian
groups - most notably, the London Lesbian and Gay Centre banning bisexual groups in 1985. This
was again on the basis of bisexuals’ proximity to straightness, and more specifically the threat

that hyper-sexualised male desire posed to women.

In the next chapter, I focus on the development and nature of these bisexual groups and
politics. Often, they sought to define themselves against the gay and lesbian groups that had
excluded them. This had some successes - for example, bisexual politics was more able to
embrace non-normative relationships and sexual behaviours, such as non-monogamy and SM.
However, these appeals to inclusivity and diversity were often vague and unable to support more
coherent organisation. Some interviewees questioned whether a bisexual community existed at

all, even as late as the 2010s.
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Chapter Two

Independence

In the 1980s bisexuals gradually began to form their own, independent communities and
develop a politics of bisexuality that argued for its radical potential. By the end of the decade there
was a range of bisexual organisations, publications and conferences across Britain. In this, British
bisexual communities appear to align with Amanda Udis-Keller’s assessment of the bisexual
movement in the US, which she asserts began in 1980 and ‘truly’ took off in the late 1980s,
whereas prior to that point ‘bisexuals were not doing much, at least not in an organised way’.1
However, in this chapter | argue that the reality was less straightforward than Udis-Keller’s
developmental narrative suggests. A lack of clarity in bisexual politics contributed to
organisations that were often incoherent and contradictory, and did not represent or appeal to a

large number of people attracted to multiple genders, including many of my interviewees.

The existence and nature of a ‘bisexual community’ or communities was still subject to
scepticism and debate, even at the time [ was conducting my interviews in the late 2010s. In May
2019 Gay Star News published an article asking ‘why bisexual people have yet to form a
community’.2 This claim - that bisexual people are either unable or unwilling to form ‘their own’
community - has been repeatedly reiterated as a criticism of bisexuals. It can be linked to the idea
that bisexuality was apolitical or politically regressive, and therefore potentially individualist, as
well as the suggestion that bisexuals were interlopers or ‘freeloaders’ in lesbian and gay
communities.3 Unsurprisingly, then, the Gay Star News article prompted a swift defensive

backlash by many bisexual organisations and commentators: ‘There definitely is a bisexual

1 Amanda Udis-Keller, “Identity / Politics: A History of the Bisexual Movement”, in Bisexual Politics:
Theories, Queries and Visions, ed. Naomi Tucker, 2md ed. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013), 27, 22.

2 Lewis Oakley, “Is this the reason why bisexual people have yet to form a community?”, Gay Star News, 2
May 2019, https://www.gaystarnews.com/article/is-this-the-reason-why-bisexual-people-have-yet-to-
form-a-community/. The suggested ‘reason’ was bisexual people’s greater likelihood of having
relationships with non-bisexuals.

3 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
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community - and it’s changing lives’, according to the writer and activist Lois Shearing.

However, scepticism about bisexual communities was not just reserved for lesbian and
gay critics of bisexuality. The Gay Star News article was written by a bisexual man, the paper’s
‘bisexual correspondent’. US bisexual activist Robyn Ochs said in the early 1990s that ‘I don’t
think there will or should be a separate bi community [..] so many of us are in the gay
community’.5 Some of my interviewees also privately questioned whether there was a bisexual
community even in the twenty-first century. Curtis (b. 1958) said ‘I don’t think there is a bisexual
community’, and Gwen (b. 1951) said ‘I never found one’.6 This chapter argues that the persistent
recurrence of debates about an independent bisexual community is not just a sign of the
persistent dismissal of bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction, but also indicates that bisexual
organisations and politics, despite their historical and contemporary emphasis on inclusivity,
were limited in scope and often difficult to access. This is an uncomfortable fact for many theorists
of bisexuality, usually themselves bisexual, who too often uncritically repeat an idea of bisexual
politics as ‘a politics of diversity’ and argue that appreciation of diversity could be the ‘unique
contribution of the bisexual community to other communities’.” I argue that although their
experiences of exclusion led the founders of bisexual organisations to prize ideas of inclusivity,

this often failed to materialise in practice.

The first section of this chapter discusses bisexual ‘communities’, primarily through
organisations such as London Bisexual Group, founded in 1981, and Edinburgh Bisexual Group,

founded in 1984; although there were also groups in Brighton (1985), Manchester (1986) and

4 Lois Shearing, “There definitely is a bi community - and it’s changing lives”, Medium.com, 4 May 2019,
https://medium.com/@lois.shearing/there-definitely-is-a-bi-community-and-its-changing-lives-

23324d415cdd.

5 Robyn Ochs, quoted in Elizabeth Reba Weise, “The Bisexual Community: Viable Reality or Revolutionary
Pipe Dream?”, in Bisexual Horizons: Politics, Historlies, Lives, ed. The Off Pink Collective (London: Lawrence
& Wishart, 1996), 304.

6 Interview with Curtis (pseudonym), b. 1958, 24 July 2018; Interview with Gwen (pseudonym), b. 1951,
9 October 2018.

7 Simon Scott, “Politically Bi”, in Bisexual Horizons: Politics, Histories, Lives, ed. The Off Pink Collective
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1996), 239; Paul Smith, quoted in Rust, Bisexuality and Lesbian Politics,
237.
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Glasgow (1988), as well as a London-based Bisexual Women'’s Group, a ‘Bi-action’ organising
group, and a Radical Lesbian / Gay Identified Bisexual Network.8 For some interviewees these
organisations defined the bisexual ‘community’: for example Ian (b. 1962) explicitly dated the
beginning of a ‘bisexual community’ to September 1981, the first meeting of London Bisexual
Group.® This interpretation constructs the ‘bisexual community’ as ‘organisationally-based’,
suggesting bisexuals formed a community around coherent organisations. However, more often
in interviews, bisexual organisations did not map onto what interviewees seemed to mean when
they discussed the ‘bisexual community’ or ‘bisexual communities’. ‘Community’ was more often
used as an abstract concept to refer more to a ‘sense of togetherness’ than any concrete
organisation: ‘the local queer community’, ‘feeling [...] part of a community’.10 In this case, the
‘bisexual community’ could be more broadly-defined as an ‘identity-based’ community,
comprising everyone who identified as bisexual - although this inevitably excluded those who
were attracted to multiple genders but did not identify as bisexual, including some of my
interviewees. Interviewees also varied widely in how frequently they referred to notions of
‘community’ - one interviewee, Alison (b. 1967) mentioned ‘community’ or ‘communities’ 52
times in a two-hour interview, while another, Judith (b. 1954) mentioned ‘community’ only once

in an interview that also lasted two hours.11

Oral historians of sexuality have also wrestled with the notion of ‘community’. Boyd and
Ramirez highlight the ‘community-based and activist’ impulses of many oral historians of queer

or LGBT subjects.12 However, more recent works of specifically queer oral history have been

8 David Burkle, “Where From, Where To?”, Bi-Monthly, January 1984, 3; David Smith, “News - Action -
News”, Bi-Monthly, April 1985, 6; Anonymous, “First meeting for Manchester Group”, Bi-Monthly,
June/July 1986, 5; Anonymous, “Stop Press: New Groups”, Bi-Monthly, April 1988, 24; Sue George,
“Longest-running bisexual women's group”, Bi-Monthly, February/March 1986, 18; Anonymous, “News
Monitor: Bi-Action”, Bi-Monthly, January 1987, 4.

9 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

10 [nterview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018; Interview with Judith (pseudonym), b.
1954, 11 October 2018.

11 [nterview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018; Interview with Judith (pseudonym), b.
1954, 11 October 2018.

12 Boyd and Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence, 15.

99



‘ambivalent about the term community’ because of its relationship to ideas about stable and
unitary identity, as well as who it ‘fails to represent’.13 I share this ambivalence, not least because
of the exclusionary nature of ‘lesbian and gay’ communities discussed in the previous chapter. I
also want to critique the self-congratulatory narratives of some bisexuals, including some of my
interviewees, that suggests that bisexual communities are uniquely inclusive and accepting: ‘we
are in a unique position to challenge yet another patriarchal ideology by being multi-cultural,
multi-racial, multi-gendered, multi-experienced, multi-sexual’.14 This understanding of bisexual
communities and politics allows bisexuals to ignore their own exclusions and prejudices.
Furthermore, the ways in which bisexuals defined themselves, implicitly or explicitly, against
lesbian and gay politics, while perhaps understandable in the context of the exclusions discussed

in the previous chapter, rendered claims to ‘inclusivity’ paradoxical and ultimately meaningless.

Murphy et al write that they agreed that they ‘would not produce a community history
predicated on identity politics’ in their queer oral history project, and instead sought to ‘queer
the term community’ by seeing it as ‘unstable, multiple, and at times, contradictory’.15 I follow this
example in my own work through attention to multiple-gender-attraction as well as bisexuality,
and also by analysing the ‘multiple’ and ‘contradictory’ communities in which bisexuals and those
attracted to multiple genders were present. The chapter title should not be read as a definitive
statement about the ‘independent’ nature of the bisexual communities, organisations and politics
included in this chapter. Rather, the extent to which bisexual communities sought or achieved
‘independence’ from other groups changed over time, and is a key area of analysis. I therefore
seek to move away from Udis-Keller’s dismissal of 1970s bisexuals as ‘not doing much’ because
they were not ‘organised’.16 Clare Hemmings argues, again in relation to the US context, that

bisexual identity became increasingly associated with an ‘independent bisexual community’ over

13 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 13.

14 Reba Weise, “The Bisexual Community”, 305. In oral histories, this idea came up in particular in
interviews with Ian, b. 1962, Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, Kate, b. 1960, and Dave, b. 1960.

15 Murphy et al, “Queer Oral History”, 14.

16 Udis-Keller, “Identity / Politics”, 22.
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time, but this was not a stable or linear process.l? Bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction
could be manifested in lesbian and gay communities, as discussed in Chapter One, and some
nascent bisexual organisations, but also in spaces that emphasised ‘sexual freedom’,
‘polymorphous perversity’ and SM. These different communities show that teleological narratives
about the ‘development of a bisexual community’ in the 1970s and 1980s are overly simplistic.
Some interviewees felt that a ‘bisexual community’ existed as part of organisations such as GLF
in the 1970s, whereas others felt that a bisexual community did not exist and had never existed.
These differences were exacerbated by vague explanations of ‘bisexual politics’ that emphasised

inclusivity but were broadly undefined.

The second section of this chapter, then, focusses on the politics of bisexuality. During the
1990s in particular, social-scientific analyses of bisexuality and politics proliferated, especially in
the US context, although these were lacking much historical perspective. First published in 1995,
the edited collection Bisexual Politics: Theories, Queries and Visions included chapters on ‘radical
bisexuality’, bisexuality and identity politics, and bisexual feminism.!8 Other, similar edited
collections focussing on the UK context were also published in the mid-1990s, such as Bisexual
Horizons: Politics, Histories, Lives (1996), or the more theoretically-oriented The Bisexual
Imaginary: Representation, Identity and Desire (1997).1° These all contain a very large number of
chapters on a wide range of topics - itself evidence of bisexual politics’ enthusiasm for diversity,
but also evidence of its drawbacks in terms of a lack of clear standpoint or argument. Although
some chapters, especially in The Bisexual Imaginary, critique the notion of a specifically bisexual
inclusivity, most enthusiastically reiterate the idea of bisexuality as ‘an inclusive embracing

philosophy, not divisive’.20 Specific discussions about what this means in practice are generally

17 Hemmings, Bisexual Spaces, 86.

18 Naomi Tucker, ed., Bisexual Politics: Theories, Queries and Visions, 2" ed. (New York, NY: Routledge,
2013).

19 Off Pink Collective, Bisexual Horizons; Bi Academic Intervention, ed., The Bisexual Imaginary:
Representation, Identity and Desire (London: Cassell, 1997).

20 An example of a more critical piece is Storr, “The Sexual Reproduction of ‘Race’, 73-88. The less critical
quote is from Clare Bear, “BAD (Bisexuals Affirming Diversity): Bistory”, in Bisexual Horizons: Politics,
Histories, Lives, ed. The Off Pink Collective (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1996), 301.
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more lacking.

My interviewees, along with articles in the gay press, the anti-sexist men'’s press, and the
bisexual newsletter Bi-Monthly, provide the historical context for these politics as they were put
into practice. During the 1970s and 1980s, bisexuality was constructed as highly sexual. As
discussed in the previous chapter, this led to a rejection from lesbian and gay communities. In
this chapter, I will focus more specifically on how, due to a binary understanding of ‘sexual’ and
‘political’, this sexualisation worked against the formation of a coherent bisexual politics. Some
bisexuals and people attracted to multiple genders attempted to reimagine a bisexuality that was
both political and sexual, through its embrace of diversity and its refusal to exclude people. This
enabled them to characterise connections between bisexuality and pornography, SM, non-
monogamy, and gender non-normativity as sites of political subversion and resistance. Many
individuals found this a helpful and empowering political basis for their identity. However, in
concrete situations such as the development of political communities, the vague language of
‘inclusion’ could be difficult to pin down. Bisexual politics and bisexual communities therefore
informed one another in multiple, not always constructive, ways. The lack of clarity in bisexual
politics contributed to some interviewees being particularly enthusiastic about bisexual

communities, while others did not even recognise their existence.

Bisexual Communities

The Twenty-First Century

Although the interviews focussed on the 1970s and 1980s, the life-story structure meant
that many interviewees also discussed the 1990s, 2000s, and their current situation at the time
of our interviews. These give context for their memories of the 1970s and 1980s, and a longer-

term perspective on the importance of bisexual communities and politics.

Alison, who ran a group for bisexuals at the time of our interview, and attended another
in a different city, spoke about the existence of a ‘community’ of bisexuals, and was enthusiastic

about her role in it. She repeatedly used the language of community, in relation to ‘the bi
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community’, ‘the wider community’ and the ‘LGBT community’: ‘it’s been a huge relief to actually
find the bi community [...] [we] will put the time and effort in for the wider [LGBT] community.

[And that] does enhance the reputation of the bi community’.2!

However, her assessment was far from universal. Of the seventeen people I interviewed,
ten were not part of any bisexual or LGBTQ groups at the time of our interview. Of those who
were, four regularly attended meetings of groups specific to bisexuals, while three others
discussed being part of general LGBTQ groups.22 Considering that much of my initial interviewee
recruitment was through these groups, this is a surprisingly small number. As mentioned above,
some interviewees questioned whether a ‘bisexual community’ existed at all. Others said that they

felt there was a ‘bisexual community’, but it was not one that they felt included in.

Those who felt excluded from the ‘bisexual community’ generally explained this by
focussing on the nature and function of the community. For example, Neil (b. 1958) said that
although he attended once, he was not interested in BiCon (the annual National Bisexual
Convention / Conference), because ‘a lot of BiCon was about - was about the... the community
[...] Selfishly, that’s less of an issue for me, and I'm not sure I can contribute much to that’.23 He
felt that ‘there are bigger issues in the world’, which he focussed on instead.24 Even Ian, who was
involved in bisexual activism, acknowledged that ‘it is not for everybody who’s bisexually
identified’.25 He suggested that this was because some people felt put off by the fact that it was, in
his view, primarily an emotional community: ‘a community of people with mental health issues
[...] areflection of the effects of the endless, endless, endless erasure and phobia, that’s out there’.26

This reflects some of the stigma about bisexuality as an early stage of development, and bisexuals

21 Interview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018.

2z Alison (b. 1967), Ian (b. 1962), Louise (b. 1966) and Ossian (b. 1954) attended groups specific to
bisexual people. Aidan (b. 1971), Chryssy (b. 1967) and Lisa (b. 1954) attended wider LGBTQ groups.
23 Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b. 1958, 26 September 2018.

24 Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b. 1958, 26 September 2018.

25 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

26 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
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as potentially immature or unstable.

Louise (b. 1966), who ran a bisexual group at the time of our interview, remembered
feeling ambivalent about the ‘bi community’ when she began identifying as bisexual in the early
2000s:

My interactions with the bi community were... kind of a bit... unsatisfying, really? [...] it

felt really kind of, everything felt very homemade, it felt very new, it felt like people were

still, kind of, ironing out the nitty-gritty, erm... didn't feel like there was, like, a shared
understanding or a culture, like everything was still being chewed over.27
She was also put off by the aesthetic of the ‘bisexual world’, which she compared unfavourably to
the aesthetic for lesbians:

The aesthetic of young lesbians at the time was very compelling, very iconic, very kind of,

you know, the lesbian James Dean look. Erm... it was amazing. And... | came out as

bisexual, into this world that was a bit like, mmm no, you know, kind of - the purple, and

the goth boots, and the... none of that says anything to me. It doesn’t speak to me.28
Although the criticism of ‘purple’ and ‘goth boots’ can seem trivial, it highlights the importance of
a particular style and aesthetic, as distinct from lesbian style, in the formation of bisexual
subculture. Dick Hebdige argues that the ‘point’ behind the style of subcultures is ‘the
communication of a significant difference [..] and the parallel communication of a group

identity’.29 For Louise, bisexuals were not only presenting their difference to ‘straight’ culture, but

also to lesbian culture, which she found more appealing.

Louise’s assessment of the ‘bi community’ at the beginning of the twenty-first century as
‘homemade’, alternative and somewhat unappealing was strikingly similar to Lisa’s (b. 1954)
recollection of it in the 1980s: ‘I actually went to a couple of National Bisexual Conferences [...]
like almost any movement that's first starting, they were very much fringe affairs. Erm, they were
full of people that were very alternative in lots of ways [...] you had to be the awkward squad, in

a way’.30 The continuities between Lisa’s impression in the 1980s and Louise’s in the 2000s

27 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, 27 July 2018.

28 Interview with Louise, b. 1966, 27 July 2018.

29 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, 34 ed. (London: Routledge, 2002), 102.
30 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
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complicates any straightforward narrative of ‘progress’. Although organised bisexual groups
exist, and have done so since the start of the 1980s, their relatively niche aesthetic and politics

were off-putting to several interviewees.

Interviewees’ relations to other communities also show more continuity than change over
time. Alison said that the rejections and insults she experienced from lesbian and gay people
during the 1980s ‘really have not changed’ - ‘I haven’t been to a Pride in... 32 years [...] where
there has not been at least one biphobic incident’.3! Three other interviewees discussed being
part of the SM and kink scene, in ways which echoed the links between bisexuality and SM during
the ‘lesbian sex wars’, and London Lesbian and Gay Centre’s ban on bisexual and SM groups. For
example, Neil explicitly linked kink to bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction: ‘nearly all the
women [on the kink scene] seem to be bisexual. Or say they are. And, a lot of the men are as well.
Or heteroflex - flexible at least’.32 When | asked him why he thought so many people on the kink
scene were bisexual, he referred back to the idea of ‘universal’ bisexuality, and suggested that
‘people that go to those kind of events are... er, more likely to be open-minded, and open to talk
about their... dark, deepest desires’.33 This parallels themes from the 1970s - both in terms of the

universalising of bisexuality, and the idea that it is somehow more radical or ‘open-minded’.

These brief discussions about the ‘bisexual community’ in the twenty-first century
counter any teleological ideas about the ‘eventual development’ of a coherent bisexual
community. Although some interviewees were deeply involved in bisexual organisations and
spoke positively about ‘the community’, others felt alienated from it or questioned whether a
‘bisexual community’ existed at all. There were also links between twenty-first century
discourses about bisexual communities, and discourses that were prevalent during the 1970s and
1980s - in relation to perceived ‘newness’ or ‘awkwardness’, links to mental health problems, and

links to SM. [an made this point explicitly - ‘there is absolutely a continuous link back to [the first

31 Interview with Alison (pseudonym), b. 1967, 5 October 2018.
32 Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b. 1958, 26 September 2018.
33 Interview with Neil (pseudonym), b. 1958, 26 September 2018.
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meeting of London Bisexual Group] in terms of, lots of the attitudes’.34

While coherent bisexual groups did not exist in the 1970s, and did come into existence
during and after the 1980s, my interviewees’ experiences demonstrate that the relationship
between bisexuality, multiple-gender-attraction and communities did not fit into a

straightforward narrative of ‘development’.

The 1970s

During the 1970s there were no organisations in Britain specifically concerned with
bisexuals and bisexuality. The closest thing to this was the bisexuality discussion groups at two
of C.H.E.'s conferences, but these were very temporary and had no independent existence beyond
the gay liberation movement. Of course, the lack of a named, specific focus on bisexuality did not
necessarily mean that bisexual people and those attracted to multiple genders were unable to
form communities, or that there were no organisations that considered multiple-gender-
attraction and bisexuality among other topics. However, the evidence from the 1970s and
interviewees’ reflections do suggest that it was difficult to form coherent communities specifically
focussed on those attracted to multiple genders. For most of the 1970s, interviewees therefore

found communities in groups that were not explicitly aimed at bisexuals.

In an article on the US bisexual movement during the 1970s, Stephen Donaldson argues
that although there were no coherent bisexual organisations, bisexuals and those attracted to
multiple genders nevertheless found community in other groups and movements, especially the
sexual freedom movement.35 One interviewee, Carmen (b. 1949) had been involved in a British
equivalent of this in the late 1960s and 1970s - ‘the underground movement - as we called it, the

counter culture’, including the alternative arts centre Arts Lab and the underground pornography

34 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

35 Stephen Donaldson, “The Bisexual Movement’s Beginnings in the 70s: A Personal Retrospective”, in
Bisexual Politics: Theories, Queries and Visions, ed. Naomi Tucker, 2rd ed. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2013),
33.
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magazine Suck.36¢ She characterised this movement as defined by ‘experiment’, ‘freedom’ and
‘exploring’: ‘this all felt absolutely right for me that we should be exploring, and being honest [...]
exploring the body and our thoughts and things - I was part of a very experimental world’.37 This
included group sex, Reichian orgasm therapy and ‘encounter groups’ linked to the anti-psychiatry
practices of the Esalen Institute in California: ‘you often took your clothes off, or some of your
clothes off - these were sort of exploratory body games [...] you know, lots of touching with
strangers — sometimes, sometimes fucking. Not very much’.38 She said that in many of these
groups ‘it didn’t matter, whether it was with a woman or with a man’, although there was the
assumption that ‘it was... going to be heterosexual’.3? Similarly, although the San Francisco-based
Sexual Freedom League was ‘not explicitly bi (most members identified as heterosexual)’,
Donaldson describes it as ‘a predecessor of the bi movement’ because it emphasised
transgressing sexual boundaries and experimenting with multiple genders.4# Hemmings echoes
this, arguing that those - such as Udis-Keller - who failed to identify bisexual communities in the
‘organised orgies’ of groups such as the Sexual Freedom League, in favour of the more coherent
political organisations founded in the 1980s, were simply demonstrating their own desire for a
bisexual identity that was more organised and politically-oriented, and less sexual.4! For Carmen,
counter-cultural spaces were a key site of multiple-gender-attraction because ‘it felt to me that
one had the absolute right to - disregard gender, and disregard, erm... narrow moral ideas about...
who one should have sex with and how’.42 Counter-cultural groups emphasising sexual freedom
and exploration were therefore one way in which bisexuality and multiple-gender-attraction

could find community, even when it was not explicitly named as such.

Another area in which bisexual men, in particular, were able to find a sense of community

36 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.
37 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.
38 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.
39 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.
40 Donaldson, “The Bisexual Movement's Beginnings”, 33.

41 Hemmings, Bisexual Spaces, 147.

42 Interview with Carmen (pseudonym), b. 1949, 31 May 2019.
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during the 1970s was the anti-sexist men’s movement. The movement itself developed in the
early 1970s, drawing on some of the late-1960s themes of experimentation and counter-culture
that Carmen experienced in the sexual liberation movement, and seeking to transform
masculinity in line with feminist critiques.#3 Many feminist women, however, were sceptical of
these groups and men'’s involvement in feminism generally.44 Bisexual men and men attracted to
multiple genders had been involved in the movement from its inception, although it was not until
the wake of the 1980 Anti-Sexist Men’s Conference that a group of bisexual men decided to gather
to ‘share this new strength in acknowledging our identity with others, and extend the support we
had gained from each other’.45 Initially, they focussed on producing a special issue of the Anti-
Sexist Men’s Newsletter focussed on bisexuality. Some articles in this issue were by men involved
in gay liberation politics, but most were by men in long-term relationships with women, who had
previously considered themselves to be straight - a different perspective, therefore, from that of

bisexuals involved in the gay liberation movement.

The Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter bisexuality special issue could be seen as a first attempt
to assert a bisexual politics, although the articles diverged over what this might mean. As argued
in the previous chapter, radical gay liberationists often left little room for bisexuality in their
binary understanding of ‘gay’ and ‘straight’. One article, by Ronald Littlewood, also made this
argument, critiquing the gay liberation movement for ‘polarising sexual preference’, leaving little
room for the ‘by far larger number of people who know they are not exclusively homo-sexual, and
may indeed feel uncomfortable in the company of people who believe they are’.4¢ Littlewood also
reiterated some of the ideas about bisexuality discussed in the Introduction, confidently asserting
that ‘the nature of human sexuality is bi-sexual and the totally hetero or homosexual person is

rare to the point of being non-existent’.4” In contrast, another article, by Christopher Poke, was

43 Lucy Delap, “Feminism, Masculinities and Emotional Politics in Late Twentieth Century Britain”,
Cultural and Social History (2018), 2.

44 Delap, “Feminism, Masculinities”, 2.

45 Burkle, “Where From”, 3.

46 Ronald Littlewood, “Bisexuality: A personal view”, Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter, Jan/Feb 1981, 18.
47 Littlewood, “Bisexuality”, 19.

108



much more sympathetic to the gay liberationist position and said it was ‘not surprising [...] that
many gay activists distrust self-defined bisexuals’.#8 He argued that bisexuals ‘exploit the gay
scene’ before ‘drift[ing] back into passing for straight’, and that bisexuals ‘represent in part a
heterosexist culture that is directly oppressing gays’, concluding that ‘l am not oppressed because
[ am heterosexual, but because I am homosexual. The conditioning hasn’t been totally successful
in my case’.#9 These very divergent political standpoints were also acknowledged in the editorial
- ‘some of us in the collective now believe that a separate bisexual political stand is divisive and
reactionary; while some feel [...] that bisexuality offers a liberating option’ - and suggest one
reason why a bisexual politics was difficult to establish, and no coherent bisexual organisation
was set up in the 1970s.50 Littlewood also referred to the lack of bisexual organisations:

As far as I am aware there are no organisations catering for the practising or aspiring bi-

sexual. I have tried myself to form such a group without remarkable success and there

have been other attempts that have run into the same difficulties. There are private circles
however which can be very helpful [...] with the help of friends I am preparing some notes

on how to find partners and will send a copy to anyone* interested on receipt of a

stamped, addressed envelope. (*Over 21).5!

For much of the 1970s, then, as Littlewood acknowledges, people attracted to multiple
genders found community in groups that did not explicitly focus on bisexuality or multiple-
gender-attraction - whether gay or lesbian groups, as discussed in the previous chapter; counter-
cultural or anti-sexist movements that presumed heterosexuality but left room for the potential
of multiple-gender-attraction; or through ‘private circles’ of friendship or partnership. In 1981,
however, this changed. The Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter special issue led to the formation of a
regular open meeting for bisexual people, which in turn became London Bisexual Group. In the

next section I will discuss London Bisexual Group and other bisexual organisations that

developed over the course of the 1980s. Although this was a significant change, it is important to

48 Christopher Poke, “A Foot in Both Camps”, Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter, Jan/Feb 1981, 29.

49 Poke, “Both Camps”, 29.

50 David Burkle, Andrew Doig, Paul Greenhalgh, Christopher Poke, Bill Roche, Gareth Thomas and Tony.
“Editorial”, Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter, Jan/Feb 1981, 4.

51 Littlewood, “Bisexuality”, 21.
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note that the divided and incoherent politics that beset the Anti-Sexist Men’s Newsletter special
issue continued into the 1980s and beyond. Many who were attracted to multiple genders still

felt that the ‘bisexual community’, defined in terms of its organisations, did not represent them.

The 1980s

The first official meeting of London Bisexual Group, which was the first specifically
bisexual organisation in the UK, took place on 1st September 1981 in the Heaven nightclub. In
1984, it set up its own newsletter, Bi-Monthly, and held the first National Bisexual Conference.
Edinburgh Bisexual Group was formed later in 1984, followed by groups in Brighton, Manchester
and Glasgow, and Bi-Monthly adopted a more nationwide focus, no longer attached specifically to
the London group. By the end of the 1980s there were also Bisexual Helplines in Edinburgh and
London, and the National Bisexual Conference was an annual occurrence, usually hosted by either

the London or Edinburgh group.

[an attended the first meeting of London Bisexual Group, after seeing an advert for it in
Time Out. He remembered ‘about a hundred - certainly dozens and dozens of people’, and a sense
that ‘this is different, this is ours’.52 The group was primarily founded by David Burkle, whose
background was in the anti-sexist men’s movement, but most attendees had previously ‘come
from experience of the lesbian / gay community’.53 [an emphasised the importance of the Time
Out advertisement in encouraging a range of attendees - ‘if it had just been advertised in the anti-
sexist men’s [movement], and the lesbian / gay community, fewer people would have seen it, and
it would have been even more different’.54 In the early 1990s, Ian became the group’s Secretary,

and was on the Committee for several years.

[ also interviewed Kate (b. 1960), one of the founders of Edinburgh Bisexual Group. She

set it up with a few others after attending some meetings of the London group, which she found

52 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
53 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
54 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
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‘pretty amazing, actually being in the same place as a load of bisexual people’, and organising a
bisexual workshop at an Edinburgh-based lesbian and gay socialist conference.5s Edinburgh
Bisexual Group met in the Edinburgh Lesbian and Gay Centre, initially on a monthly basis, but
quite quickly ‘moved to meeting weekly, because nobody could remember if it was the first
Monday of the month or the first Friday of the month or whatever’.56 Although she emphasised
that the group was run on a non-hierarchical basis without any official leadership, Kate had
clearly been an influential member - she kept hold of the membership list for the group, and was
frequently interviewed in the Scottish press about bisexuality and the group. Another
interviewee, Dave (b. 1960), was not a founding member but joined Edinburgh Bisexual Group in

its early days, and also became involved in helping to co-ordinate the group.5”

Parallels can be drawn between these bisexual organisations and the early years of some
gay organisations. The Bisexual Helplines could be compared to Switchboard, the local groups to
the decentralised nature of GLF groups, the conferences to C.H.E.’s conferences, and Bi-Monthly
to C.H.E. Bulletin, Come Together, or Gay News. Some of the tensions discussed in Chapter One in
relation to C.H.E.'s political and social functions can also be seen in London Bisexual Group,
although with a different trajectory. lan described the process of devising a constitution for the
group, and how this was scorned by other groups for being overly-bureaucratic: ‘it... became,
possibly the only bisexual group to have a constitution [...] lots of the people from other groups
would go "ha ha ha, you know, who needs a constitution?" - and the answer to that turns out to
be you do, when things go wrong’.58 In contrast, Dave emphasised that Edinburgh Bisexual Group
was run along less structured lines - ‘it was a group of people who helped do an awful lot of things
together][...] whole bunch of us were sharing the work’, and Kate remembered it as consistently

‘uninstitutional’: ‘We didn’t have a Chair, we didn’t have a committee, we shared - all the tasks,

55 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
56 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
57 Interview with Dave, b. 1960, 11 January 2020.
58 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
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with anybody who was willing to share them [...] it wasn’t that it was a group run by one set of
people for another set of people, it was a group that was entirely run by all the people who were

there’.59

Both London and Edinburgh Bisexual Groups ‘started as a combination of a social group
and a political group’, and at the end of the 1980s London Bisexual Group had also developed a
‘personal group’, to provide counselling and support.6® Over time, the London group focussed
more on the social and personal functions, recalled quite bitterly by Ian as ‘the political side went
[...] coz that involved work. And effort’.61 The Edinburgh group seems to have maintained the
political focus more consistently, perhaps due to its origins in lesbian and gay socialism. Kate also
emphasised that its political and social functions were inextricably linked. One of the social
activities that Edinburgh Bisexual Group organised was that a lot of the women members went to
the Turkish baths on a Sunday morning, which happened to be at the same time as a group of
radical lesbian feminists also attended:

we made connections, and those - those kinds of barriers started to break down? And we

discovered they weren’t as hostile to bisexuals as we thought they were, and they

discovered bisexuals weren’t as awful as they thought we were [laughs] [...] so that was a

kind of, political outcome of one of our social events.52
The difference in location of the two groups is again significant here. As Lisa speculated, London
was ‘a place that’s big enough to break into tribes’, so it could be that Edinburgh’s smaller
population resulted in less of the hostilities seen in London.63 This can be seen in the relationship
between Edinburgh Bisexual Group and Edinburgh’s Lesbian and Gay Centre - unlike the London
Lesbian and Gay Centre, the Edinburgh Centre hosted the Bisexual Group’s meetings from its
inception - but it was also the case in terms of relations between bisexual groups. In London, as

well as London Bisexual Group there was also the Bisexual Women’s Group, Bi-Action, and the

Radical Lesbian/Gay Identified Bisexual Network. Ultimately, these numerous different groups,

59 Interview with Dave, b. 1960, 11 January 2020; Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
60 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

61 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

62 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.

63 Interview with Lisa, b. 1954, 4 April 2019.
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and conflict over the social, political and personal functions of the group, led to the gradual
dissolution of London Bisexual Group - Ian said that it closed because members interested in the
social side began meeting elsewhere, and the personal group became closed to new members.64
Edinburgh Bisexual Group ran until 2000, primarily because some of the core members moved
away: ‘and it had - done its job, perhaps’.65 Kate said that the remaining group members made a
conscious decision to ‘formally close it’ rather than allow it to ‘fizzle out’, perhaps an effort to

avoid the more fractious and drawn-out decline of the London group.¢¢

As stated above, London Bisexual Group had its origins in the men’s anti-sexist movement,
which shaped its responses to gender and feminism. In her article on the men’s anti-sexist
movement, Lucy Delap points out that despite their ostensibly shared purpose, anti-sexist men
could often respond quite defensively to critiques raised by feminists.67 This defensiveness can
also be seen amongst the organisers of London Bisexual Group. For example, the group initially
met at Heaven nightclub on Tuesdays, which were ‘mixed’ nights for gay and straight people - or,
in Kate’s words, ‘that’s the night you get, if you're not a popular group’.¢8¢ Heaven was repeatedly
criticised by feminists for excluding women, and London Bisexual Group’s organisers sought to
reassure female attendees: ‘Heaven has had a bad press as far as women are concerned but on
Tuesday nights it is a safe and OK place for women to be’.¢? It seems that many women were
unconvinced, however. The first meeting of the group was attended by 62 men and just 14
women. By 1984, when they published the first issue of Bi-Monthly, Burkle wrote that they hoped
1984 would see ‘a marked increase in the number of women who come to the group’, but followed
this immediately with the slightly defensive insistence that ‘the proportion of women at our

meetings compares favourably with other gay groups’.’® In our interview, lan stressed that the

64 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

65 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
66 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
67 Delap, “Feminism, Masculinities”, 6.

68 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
69 Burkle, “Where From”, 4.

70 Burkle, “Where From”, 3.
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national conferences had ‘always’ been ‘majority female’, but acknowledged that London Bisexual
Group itself was ‘more male than female’, although he also took pains to point out that ‘I cannot
remember any... complaints’ about the gender disparity, and that ‘there were always plenty of
visible - female activists [...] in a way that it - is not the case in lots of, in quotes, “mixed” LGBT
groups’.’! He also said that the gender disparity in London Bisexual Group was exacerbated when
the Bisexual Women’s Group was formed - although the reasons why women might have wanted

to form a separate group were not explored.”2

The male dominance in the early bisexual movement could be seen as both an effect and
a cause of the lesbian feminist approaches described in Chapter One - an effect, because they
encouraged women attracted to multiple genders to ‘pick a side’ and identify as lesbian, and so
there may have been fewer women identifying as bisexual to attend bisexual groups; and a cause,
because it lent weight to the lesbian feminist argument that bisexuality was patriarchal.
Edinburgh Bisexual Group appears to have differed from this trend, however, in that both Dave
and Kate emphasised that it was ‘a very mixed-gender group’.”3 This also included trans people
who felt excluded by the more ‘restrictive’ trans group in Edinburgh and so ‘they tended to come
to EBG’.74 Over the course of the 1980s, bisexual groups in general became less male-dominated.
This shift can in large part be attributed to the effects of the AIDS epidemic, which I will discuss

below.

While groups and events specifically focussed on bisexuality were established over the
course of the 1980s, it can be questioned how far this ‘community’ was representative of most
people who were attracted to multiple genders, or identified as bisexual. In particular, London
Bisexual Group’s origins in the anti-sexist men’s movement led to an often tone-deaf approach to

the concerns of bisexual women, and a hostility towards lesbian feminism that could become just

71 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

72 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.

73 Interview with Dave, b. 1960, 11 January 2020.
74 Interview with Kate, b. 1960, 31 August 2019.
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as ‘exclusionary’ as the politics they sought to reject. Edinburgh Bisexual Group seems to have
been less beset by these divisions, as a result of its origins in the Scottish lesbian and gay socialist
movement, less hostile relationships with Scottish gay and lesbian groups, and a smaller bisexual

‘community’ overall which provided less room for divisions.

Bisexual Communities and AIDS

The AIDS epidemic during the 1980s had a devastating effect on many individual
bisexuals and people attracted to multiple genders, through loss of life and loss of loved ones. It
also affected the development of a separate bisexual community, and the inclusion or exclusion
of multiple-gender-attraction by other communities. However, these effects were not
straightforward, and interviewees’ recollections varied. On the whole, the hostile imagery of
bisexuals as ‘vectors’ of the virus led to a more close-knit bisexual community, but also one that

was more defensive against perceived criticism.

Both Donaldson and Hemmings highlight that the increasing dominance of women in the
bisexual movement ‘may reflect how AIDS has decimated the male population’.”> However, both
focus on the US context, which as Matt Cook points out was substantially different from the UK in
many ways - the existence of the NHS in the UK made healthcare battles less intense, for example,
and Clause 28 provided a different focus for activism.”6 Many articles in the British gay press
during the 1980s also emphasised the differences between the US and UK in relation to AIDS, and
explicitly associated AIDS with the US - for example stressing that the disease first took hold in
the US, that the most attention-grabbing activism was taking place there, and that the death rates
were considerably higher. In relation to the specific context of bisexuals in Britain, [an described
‘the impact on the lives’ as enormous, but also said that ‘the number of people who were - part of

the bisexual community, who died [...] was never, that large’.?? Ossian (b. 1954) spoke at length

75 Donaldson, “The Bisexual Movement’s Beginnings”, 37.

76 Matt Cook, “Archives of Feeling’: The AIDS Crisis in Britain 1987”, History Workshop Journal 83, no. 1
(2017): 71.

77 Interview with Ian, b. 1962, 7 May 2019.
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during our interview about his many friends who had died from AIDS, and their funerals, at which
he performed poetry.’8 Although he mentioned at a different point in the interview that at least
one of these friends identified as bisexual, their bisexuality or attraction to multiple genders in
particular was not seen as relevant in how they were treated, or their deaths. Dave also
remembered AIDS being a ‘big thing in Edinburgh’, but this was because of ‘the drug scene at the
time’ rather than gay or bisexual men in particular.”® Furthermore, as lan pointed out, despite
London Bisexual Group being initially dominated by men, women had always been the majority
of attendees at the bisexual conferences, which could suggest that the demographic shift in UK
bisexual communities was less dramatic than in the US. While Hemmings and Donaldson talk
about AIDS decimating the population of bisexual men in the US, then, in terms of death rates the

impac