Chapter 4

‘Filthy, obscene and mad’: Engendering
‘homophobia’ in Australia, 1940s-1960s*
Ruth Ford

In the 1980s, as a young lesbian in Melbourne, I was often the
brunt of abusive verbal attacks – ‘bloody lezo’, ‘You just need a
good fuck’, ‘You’re too ugly to get a man anyway’. I was heckled
on the streets when I was alone, with a sexual partner and with
platonic friends who were also lesbians. The taunts mostly came
from men. Most of my lesbian friends and acquaintances had faced
similar verbal abuse and others suffered violent physical attacks,
including rape. I was never physically attacked, but like other
women – who were perceived to be lesbian in public because of
appearance, dress, being with other suspect women or being
physically affectionate with another woman – I feared physical
violence whenever I encountered hostility and hatred in the form
of verbal abuse.
This hostility came not only from drunken men on the streets
late at night. I vividly remember how shocked I was at the intense
disgust and hatred expressed by some bishops and clergy from the
Anglican Church while protesting with Angays [Anglican Gays] in
Sydney against the exclusion of [out] lesbians and gay men from
communion and service in the Anglican Church. Being abused –
and even spat at – outside a cathedral by clergy purporting to act
‘in the name of God’ may have been less physically threatening but
was certainly no less disturbing.
My experiences, however, seem almost inconsequential compared to many stories I have heard from lesbian women of an
older generation. I clearly remember sharing life stories with
women aged from 20 to 60 years at a Christian lesbian collective
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camp social scene; and examples of daring individuals such as Val,
who not only theatrically and flagrantly defied 1950s codes of
femininity by dressing mannishly – while wearing lipstick – but
opened a coffee shop frequented by lesbians and camp men amidst
the staid gender conservatism of 1950s Melbourne:
[We] were outrageous. We rebelled against the dreariness of Melbourne at the time … An Italian woman tailor made me beautiful
suits which were extremely mannish but beautifully cut and in very
good taste. I used to carry a silver topped cane and wore a homburg
if I was out.80
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