
Chapter 5 

From ‘Vice’ to ‘Homosexuality’:  
Policing Perversion in the 1950s 

Graham Willett 

In the 1950s, homophobia was on the march. Across the Western 
world, homosexuality was demonised in new and more public 
ways, policing was intensified, the range of laws was expanded, 
and lesbians and gay men found themselves subject to greater 
vilification and discrimination than ever before. Homosexuals 
were presented as threats of various kinds: as security risks and 
agents of communism; above all as threats to children, to the 
community and to social order. 
 Any sensible observer, looking at the situation in the West in 
the late 1950s would have drawn the conclusion that homophobia 
was not merely here to stay, but was stronger than it had ever 
been, and likely to become stronger still into the foreseeable future. 
As we know, of course, this was not to be. By the end of the 1960s – 
that is, within a decade – homophobia was facing a challenge from 
a newly emerging politics (variously labelled as homophile, 
homosexual and gay) that would reverse the balance of power 
between homophobia and homosexuals in quite remarkable ways. 
Beginning in the late 1960s and through the following decades, the 
gay and lesbian rights movement, with its demands for equality, 
fairness and respect, challenged the traditional structures of 
sexuality and, in a series of victories – each more inevitable, and 
surprising, than the last – reduced homophobia to a shadow of its 
former self.  
 The origins of this homophile politics are to be found in the 
1950s, too, though this is clear mostly with the benefit of hindsight. 
In organisations – Mattachine, One and the Daughters of Bilitis in 
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‘offensive behaviour’, the maximum penalty for which was a fine 
of £5. It can hardly be a coincidence that the following year the 
NSW parliament amended the Crimes Act to make it absolutely 
certain that ‘soliciting’, ‘inciting’ or ‘attempting to solicit or incite’ 
between men was a crime. The changes also applied the law to 
‘any act of indecency’, considerable expanding the scope of the law 
which to that point had encompassed buggery and indecent 
assault. And to top it off, the penalty – which under the Vagrancy 
Act had been six months jail – was doubled to 12 months.37 Victoria 
undertook a similar extension of its laws in 1961, introducing an 
offence of ‘homosexual soliciting’ (becoming thereby one of the 
very few jurisdictions anywhere in the British world to use the 
word ‘homosexual’ in their laws).38 
 The march of homophobia in 1950s Australia took place on 
many fronts, each of which needs to be understood on its own 
terms, reflecting the irreducible pluralism of the Australian social 
formation. In this case study of the place of policing in this process, 
recognising the need by police to more clearly identify the threat, 
in order to contain it, we can see the struggle on one such front. 
There is no substitute for this process of historical research and 
analysis and it is only by such fine-grained work that we can start 
to assemble a history of a nation and a period. 
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