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HOMOPHOBIA IN FIV DE SECLE
COLONIAL QUEENSLAND

YORICK SMAAL AND CLIVE MOORE

Introduction

Queensland was created as a colony in 1859, two years before the
death penalty was removed from offences relating to acts of male
homosexuality in Britain. It was not until 1865 that capital punish-
ment was removed from the statute books here. The death penalty
for homosexual offences was an anachronism that had trailed over
from an earlier era and owed more to biblical thinking and
Christian moral philosophy than actual circumstances or enforce-
ment. At the time of its abolition, a restructure of sexual and
gender categories in Europe was well underway, although it
would almost be a century-and-a-half before final law reform in
Queensland in 1990 decriminalised consensual sex between adult
males in private. Writing in 1994, Michael S Kimmel explains that
homophobia:

[I]s more than the irrational fear of gay men, more than the fear that
we might be perceived as gay ... Homophobia is the fear that other
men will unmask us, emasculate us, reveal to us and the world that
we do not measure up, that we are not real men ... Our fear is the
fear of humiliation. We are ashamed to be afraid. Shame leads to
silence ...!

The homophobia of 100 years ago was much more than this. There
were elements of biblical prohibition and of an anachronistic
British justice system, but it was also an aspect of an antipodean
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calling for the protection of young men and boys in the commu-
nity, in what would be know at is peak in the 1950s, as the greatest
menace facing Australia.®?

Conclusions

This chapter has shown how various institutions regulated and
controlled the expression and practice of same sex desire between
men in colonial Queensland, with a concentration of the fin de siecle
years. In order to protect the dominance of the heterosexual gender
matrix and male power, the mechanics of homophobic policy
administered by these institutions changed over time, while the
objective remained constant. The construction of homosexual men
in early Australian society as morally bankrupt, mentally deficient
and sexually dangerous, has justified contemporary forms of
homophobia. Despite recently announced revisions to 58 federal
laws which continue to discriminate against same-sex couples, the
Commonwealth still refuses to countenance civil unions, gay
marriage and the adoption of children by gay and lesbian couples.
More sinister are the continued reports of physical violence
towards gay men. The insidious and pervasive forms of homo-
phobia traced in this chapter prevailed as medical science and the
criminal law underwent further change in the 20th century. Homo-
sexuality remained classified as a medical illness on the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual until the early 1970s, and criminal law
reform, which was first achieved in South Australia, did not begin
until around the same time. The task of removing homosexuality
from the criminal statute books in every State and Territory took a
quarter of a century to complete, with Tasmania the final juris-
diction to decriminalise same-sex activity between men in 1997. If
we acknowledge that gender and sexuality are social constructions
that vary over time, then the hangover of such a long, vociferous
campaign against gay men will only be challenged when historians
begin to unpick the antecedents of this fear and prejudice.
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