
Chapter 2 

‘What They Were Doing With Their 
Clothes Off I Don’t Know’: Homophobia, 
Lesbian History and Responses to 
‘Lesbian-Like’ Relationships, 1860S-1890S  

Lucy Chesser 

For those interested in male homosexuality in late 19th century 
Australia, there is a wealth of resources to explore. By contrast, 
references to homosexual inclination among women are very few 
in number. This chapter compares and contrasts several instances 
of women’s same-sex relationships in Australia over a 30-year 
period from around the 1860s to around the 1890s. The focus is 
upon how observers and contemporaries responded to the beha-
viours and preferences they witnessed. It is difficult to describe 
these cases in terms of ‘homophobia’, which implies fear or hatred 
or repulsion of people who prefer sexual activity with their own 
sex. My impression is that relationships between women, although 
noticed by observers and commented upon, were not normally 
taken seriously enough to warrant those kinds of powerful feel-
ings. Instead, observers tended towards expressions of amuse-
ment, incomprehension or curiosity. On a personal and individual 
level, however, anger, aggression and violence were responses of 
men who felt their own personal sexual power challenged by a 
wife or girlfriend taking up with another woman. Even these 
responses, however, more closely resembled straightforward 
sexism, jealousy and the exercising of garden-variety male power 
over women, than what we would now view as homophobia. 
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along if our many historian friends working in other areas could 
also keep their eyes open and their brains ticking over for the kinds 
of understated references that could be clues to quietly-lived 
lesbian lives. It is possible for historians generally to approach 
their research with an open mind and an awareness of the ways in 
which absences can sometimes signal an underlying presence. 
Even if all that happens is that possible sources are then passed on 
to historians who have an interest in publishing in the area or to 
organisations such as the Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives for 
follow-up, a valued contribution will have been made. 
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