Chapter 7

'SOMEONE WHO IS SICK AND IN NEED
OF HELP: MEDICAL ATTITUDES TO
HOMOSEXUALITY IN AUSTRALIA, 1960-1979

EMILY WILSON

This chapter explores the relationship between homophobia and
the medical and allied health professions in Australia between
1960 and 1979. This is an important period, as it was a time when
there was widespread acceptance that homosexuality could best be
understood within a medical framework as a neurotic disorder.
This acceptance allowed the conceptualisation of homosexuality as
a treatable and potentially curable disease. By 1960, medical treat-
ment was widely established as a necessary, although certainly not
the sole, method of dealing with the “problem’ of homosexuality.
This changed in the 1970s for a number of reasons, including the
rise of the gay and lesbian liberation movement, which conducted
many campaigns against the treatment of homosexuality as a
disease. Despite this, some medical professionals continued to
carry out invasive procedures on homosexual patients in an
attempt to ‘cure’ them. This chapter examines attitudes among
medical professionals, particularly mental health professionals,
towards homosexuality during these crucial decades. It considers
attitudes towards homosexuality in the context of wider develop-
ments in medicine and psychiatry, and examines the extent to
which the attitudes of medical and allied health professionals at
this time can be characterised as ‘homophobic’.!

A number of historians have explored the experiences of gay
and lesbian people with the medical profession, and particularly
with treatments aimed at ‘curing’ homosexuality, in Australia.
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belief was never universally accepted, with a significant number of
medical professionals at any given time believing that treatment
was either inefficient or unnecessary, or both.

By the early 1970s, prior consensus on the nature of
homosexuality was under serious attack. Belief that homosexuality
was a mental illness had been thoroughly undermined by the mid
to late 1970s. This makes it all the more disturbing that not only
did some medical professionals cling to the belief that homo-
sexuality was a disease which could and should be treated, but
continued to carry out extreme and invasive procedures such as
psychosurgery, an operation which was in itself extremely
controversial and subject to a great deal of criticism. While homo-
phobia is certainly not the only factor, it must be assumed that it
played at least some role in the decision of a minority of
psychiatrists to employ a controversial and invasive procedure in
the service of ‘treating’ a condition which was no longer widely
believed to be pathological or indeed a ‘condition” in the medical
sense at all.

There were many motivations behind the treatment of homo-
sexual patients: attempts to establish and reinforce a position of
expertise for the medical and particularly psychiatric professions; a
desire for professional knowledge and innovation; and in some
cases a genuine, if misguided, attempt to help individuals.
However, the invasive and punitive treatments inflicted on homo-
sexual patients in the name of a cure can be considered homo-
phobic, regardless of the prevailing attitudes of the time in which
they occurred.

Notes

1  This chapter deals principally with male homosexuality, as this was
the main focus of medical professionals at this time. The reasons for
this almost exclusive concentration on male homosexuality have been
discussed in various sources. For example, Robert Reynolds, quoting
the work of the American political scientist Shane Phelan, argues that
lesbians tended to ‘slip through most clinical discussions of homo-
sexuality’, and that male homosexuals were considered more
threatening to society because they were not participating in the
reproductive economy (Robert Reynolds, From Camp to Queer:
Remaking the Australian Homosexual (Melbourne: Melbourne Univer-
sity Press, 2002), p 14). There is certainly more work to be done on
medical attitudes towards female homosexuality, but it is outside the
scope of this chapter.
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