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INTRODUCTION 

LET’S TALK ABOUT SEX 
 
 
 

“The sex question all over the world is in a muddle” 
—Letter from “a Navvy” to The Triad,,19161 

 
It was 1911, and in the small, still parochial city of Sydney, William 

James Chidley (1860-1916) walked the streets dressed in a toga, carrying a 
small, self-published sex guide with a prophetic name, The Answer. A self-
educated man, Chidley had little formal training, but he read widely in 
public libraries, developing a particular taste for health and sexological 
literature. Sex, he believed, was the cause of the broader social and 
medical dilemmas of the age, and through his book and public lectures, 
Chidley wanted nothing less than to change the sexual culture of early 
twentieth Australia.  

Living in a world fascinated with the pseudo-science of eugenics, 
Chidley had become obsessed by the degeneration of his own body. Rather 
than viewing ageing as a natural process, Chidley believed that his 
physical body deteriorated whenever he was sexually active and rejuvenated 
whenever he abstained. He developed this idea into a theory about the 
menace of sex. Chidley felt that the “shocks” of coition would lead to 
perversions of the muscles, glands and nerves, and the impact would 
quickly be inscribed on the face, the skin, the hands, the hair, the teeth and 
especially the brows. Prolonged exposure to sexual shocks would be 
increasingly dangerous, leading to serious diseases including consumption 
and asthma. In time, lesions would appear across the body, on the brain 
and in the bloodstream, and men and women would be driven to illness, 
criminality and even madness. At the same time as this physical 
degeneration, psychological deterioration would occur, with love, joy and 
pleasure replaced by lust, misery and pride. The end result was diabolical: 
depression, insanity, war and crime.2 

For a man who talked a great deal about sex, and engaged in rather a 
lot of sex too, Chidley was perhaps a puritan at heart. Chidley openly and 
virulently condemned penetrative heterosexual intercourse, the “crowbar 
method” of sex as he termed it. While his theories were outlandish, 
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Chidley had tapped into cultural and social quandaries surrounding 
penetrative sex. He simply took this perspective one step further, to a 
condemnation of all heterosex in its contemporary form. He aimed to 
redefine the practice of heterosexual intercourse, so a man would not 
“force” himself into a woman, but would be drawn in via her “vacuum.” 
This, he claimed, would revolutionise not merely sex itself, but would 
purify and rejuvenate the entire being for both men and women.  

Chidley’s is a well-known tale in Australian sexual histories, and as a 
sexual eccentric, is hardly representative of sexual norms or even of sexual 
subcultures.3 His story is, however, illustrative of the fierce questioning 
about sexual normativity that occurred in the early twentieth century. 
There was, in the early decades, a vast and impressive regulatory system 
surrounding sexuality, attempting to enforce a regime of sex based upon 
heterosexuality and reproduction, and (ideally) upon restraint and 
constraint. For much of the early century, sex was, discursively at least, as 
much about procreation as it was about pleasure. It was a “long Victorian 
period.”4 After the Great War, there was a continuing emphasis on 
heterosexuality, and procreation was still important, but so too was the 
maintenance of social order, through the model of the nuclear family. 
Indeed, it was the duty of a good citizen to “enjoy” a limited but active sex 
life, only within the safety and sanctity of married life. These were the 
normative conceptions of the age. 

Yet such a system ensured not only surveillance, but resistance too. In 
the following fifty years, there would be no one else quite like Chidley, 
but many others would attempt to chart and change Australian sexuality. 
Individuals and communities attempted to write and rewrite sexual 
identities, sexual possibilities, many of which were a distinct challenge to 
concepts of normativity. Sometimes prominent, sometimes marginalised, 
sometimes gaining a measure of notoriety and even infamy, these voices 
began to think about sexuality in new and intriguing ways, moving beyond 
the procreative nexus into a whole new world of sexual options. If the 
mainstream did not necessarily embrace them, nevertheless they offered a 
vital challenge to the dominant views.   

Let’s Talk About Sex traces these multiple and shifting attitudes 
towards sex and sexuality, both in the mainstream and in the alternative. 
Read broadly, it might be seen as history from purity and reproduction in 
the early-century, to the nascent beginnings of a culture of sexual identity, 
fluidity and pleasure in the mid-century. Yet this is not necessarily a 
history of progress. It is a story of flux and change – of moments of 
passion, and equal moments of repression. Clearly, sex was not always 
hetero, marital, reproductive and easily contained. Thus this is an attempt 



Let’s Talk About Sex 
 

 

3

to write an inclusive history of sexuality in Australia, surveying multiple 
and interwoven forms of sexuality, desire, pleasure, regulation and 
resistance. 

The framework for such a study is clearly Foucauldian: the accumulation 
of bio-political power around bodies, and the resistance to these authorities.5 
I, like many other historians of sexuality, have been rather seduced by 
Foucault, though he is not read uncritically here, especially with regards to 
his blindness to gender difference.6 Theoretically, this work assumes that 
sex (the act) and sexuality (the identity) were and are not merely 
biological, but rather formed by social and cultural interaction. Sex is thus 
malleable and changeable over time, mediated by the specific cultural 
conditions of the period and space.7 Within this project, sex and sexuality 
will be read as historical inventions, but inventions that nonetheless 
contain some flesh, some physicality.8 As such, this book speaks to a rich 
and often complex theorisation about the history of sexuality.9  

Yet this work also “stands on the shoulders” of a large body of archival 
research on the history of sexuality, both internationally and in Australia. 
Since the 1970s, history has been understood as key to explaining sexual 
identity and community, and in Australia there has been a vibrant gay 
historical voice, including Garry Wotherspoon, Robert Aldrich, Graham 
Willett, Clive Moore, Robert Reynolds and Yorick Smaal.10 Lesbian 
histories, too have uncovered women’s same-sex desire, including work 
by Ruth Ford and Lucy Chesser, and more recently by Rebecca Jennings.11 
This work owes a debt of gratitude towards these historians, for 
uncovering the all too hidden histories, and for showing that, even with 
our limited sources, that these histories could be written. My work here 
aims to integrate these vital gay and lesbian pasts into a wider Australian 
sexual history, to explain the background, the inter-relations and the links, 
and to ponder the place of those deemed “deviant” in the broader 
historiographical tradition.  

This study thus also draws on a range of other works that engage with 
sex in the historical, some which take sexuality as their primary focus, 
such as Judith Allen’s formidable work on sexual crimes, Amanda 
Kaladelfos’ recent thesis on masculinity and criminality, Rae Frances’ 
nuanced work on prostitution, and Jill Julius Matthew’s masterful 
considerations of femininity, sexuality and modernity.12 Other works 
provide crucial background on the intersections between sexuality, race 
and gender, and these ideas have been integral to the ways I have 
historicized Australian sexualities.13 Biographies and broader histories 
with tangential themes have also been utilised to provide frameworks for 
understanding society, culture and politics in this period.14 For this is a 
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period of vast change in Australia: federation, war, depression, war, 
suburbanisation, domesticity, and the very (slow and small) start of 
liberalism.  

My approach as a historian has been to draw on the widest range of 
primary and archival sources possible. Though this research would never 
claim to be exhaustive, I have endeavoured to cover multiple ways of 
thinking about sexuality through varied types of sources. In considering 
the way sexuality was publicly constructed, my sources have broadly 
correlated with the key interest groups writing about sex – social purity 
groups, medicine, the Church, both radical and conservative social 
commentators, the media, the law, and popular and elite culture. As Lesley 
Hall has shown, a range of “orthodox” discourses can operate sometimes 
offering differing, even inconsistent messages.15 Yet in Australia, perhaps 
surprisingly, the over-riding messages could be remarkably monolithic. 
While it is simplistic to suggest that those in authority had the simple and 
unequivocal means to silence and marginalise those without power, 
throughout the early century there was nonetheless a hegemonic discussion 
around sexuality that was too strong to entirely ignore.  

Such a history, however, must be ever aware that an examination of the 
discursive constructions of sexuality is problematic. As Angus McLaren 
has noted, “There is an obvious gap between the literature – be it 
descriptive or prescriptive – and actual behaviour.” 16 In many ways, I am 
interested more thoroughly in what is said about sexuality than what is 
done, for the former tells us far more about the way power and authority 
operate in a given society. Nonetheless, in an attempt to understand how 
sexuality was constructed and understood outside of these dominant 
discourses, wherever possible I have considered evidence from not-so-
famous men and women. This might well be a misguided attempt to find 
out about what “real” or “ordinary” people thought about sex, and to 
explore how those who lived outside the realm of the “normal” understood 
their dispossession and deviance. This is a fraught exercise, of course, and 
we should not forget that these too are discursively constructed and 
endowed with a political and moral agenda – and in the end may be just as 
unreliable as more official documents. They are also fragmented: snippets 
and shadows, coming from letter writers, or diarists, or those who have left 
scratchings and drafts in archives, or occasionally those who allowed for 
more intrusive questioning from oral historians. These elusive fragments 
add a rich patina to our understandings of sex in the past, though it is far 
from comprehensive. Most people leave no records, no discursive trace of 
their sexuality. We can only find hints of their views, sometimes in 
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demography, or sometimes by reading legal, medical or media sources 
against the grain.17  

It is a particular challenge to find sources that deal fully with non-
normative sexuality, though this could change over different timeframes. 
Homosexuality is a case in point. Before the Great War, there was little 
public commentary on male same-sex desire, while in the 1950s 
homosexuality was quite widely commented on in the press and the law 
courts. Across both time periods, public discourse about homosexuality 
was condemnatory: in medicine, it was pathologised (to varying degrees), 
in the law it was criminalised, and in the public spaces of the media it was 
largely seen as an evil practice. Especially in later periods, it is a relatively 
simple exercise to find sources that construct homosexuality as deviant, or 
to condemn it as immoral. It was far more difficult to uncover the ways 
men experienced their homosexuality as a pleasure, or as an outlet, or as a 
relationship, or as an identity. Oral histories can undoubtedly explore this 
further, for the later periods at least, but there are certainly gaps in the 
historical record, particularly in times when sexual behaviours were 
criminalized, and men could suffer harsh legal penalties.  

Sources on lesbian women, too, are deeply problematic, as a number of 
historians have shown.18 In Australia, studies by Ford, Chesser, Jennings, 
Sally Newman and Sylvia Martin have uncovered enticing histories of 
romantic friendships as well as lesbian love and desire. There are certainly 
examples in Australia of desiring relationships, and also of public 
condemnations of lesbians, but they are not omnipresent. Ford has 
suggested that authors had been reluctant to interrogate the heteronormativity 
of historical constructions of female desire, and thus lesbians were and are 
written out of the public record.19 Chesser, too, has noted that there is still 
an overall invisibility of Australian lesbians in the historical canon.20 I 
would add to this the problem of finding new and intriguing source 
material in the early century: it is not that primary sources don’t exist, but 
they are fewer and/or more elusive than we might expect. Sometimes it is 
a matter of joining together fragments, reading silences and absences, even 
sometimes reading anachronistically, when contemporary women did not 
have the vocabulary to describe their desire. Yet though I consistently 
searched for lesbian archives and evidence of female same-sex desires, 
women’s experiences make up less of this book than I had hoped and 
anticipated, as lesbian and lesbian-like relationships were frequently all 
but invisible before Women’s Liberation.  

There are problems, too, in finding an historical record for criminalized 
sexual behaviours, such as paedophilia and bestiality: sources are 
generally fairly sparse, especially outside the courtroom.21 Even non-
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criminalised sexual interests such as flagellation are under-represented in 
the primary sources.22 Despite my earnest searching, it was far easier to 
find multitudes of sources on reproductive sexuality, marital sex and 
normative sex and gender roles, than on alternatives. I suspect this survey 
will disappoint some specialists – and at times I was myself disappointed 
not to have found more, uncovered more, analysed more. But I have 
attempted to offer the most comprehensive survey that I could, using the 
available sources. 

Intersections between race and sexuality are similarly complicated. 
Unfortunately, for much of the early century, there were few records left 
by indigenous Australians, and we are left to read sex through white eyes. 
By the interwar period, white commentaries on indigenous peoples 
proliferated, as Aboriginal men and women came increasingly under the 
spotlight of anthropologists. As it became clear that indigenous people in 
Australia were not going to simply “die out,” there was an increasing 
focus on documenting their lives. The records of anthropologists – 
reporting on “traditional” lifestyles in remote regions – are troubling when 
read as historical documents. They largely tell a story of sexual ignorance, 
deviance, excess and brutality. Daisy Bates, for example, recorded a tale 
of bartering, beatings and infanticide (she was of course an unreliable 
witness, suggesting also that Aboriginal women felt no pain in 
childbirth).23 Others recorded sexual excesses, including (intimidatingly!) 
coitus five or six times a night.24 Surely such tales tell us more about 
anthropologists than about indigenous sex rites, let alone local desires. 
Similarly, government reports and official documents surveying Aboriginal 
communities were steeped with racist assumptions, most notably the idea 
that mixed race sex needed to be controlled and legitimised. It is far more 
difficult to examine desire or want, in particular from an indigenous 
perspective. For this reason, as a white woman I have not attempted to 
establish how Aboriginal people experienced or understood sex, but rather 
have focused here on the ways white society attempted to control black 
sexuality and reproduction.  

 While there are evident limits to reading the past through narratives 
constructed largely by powerful voices, nonetheless intriguing debates 
over authority did emerge across this time frame. In particular, the debates 
over science and religion are especially important to our understandings of 
the ways cultural authorities formed and informed sexuality. Early in the 
century, there was a relative silence of the Churches in debates over 
sexuality, at least until World War II. In the United Kingdom, John 
Maynard has suggested that in the Victorian period it is all too easy to 
conflate the developments of sexual narratives with science and medicine, 
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overlooking the profound effect religion continued to have on issues of 
morality and sexuality.25 Yet the various Churches in Australia do appear 
less vital, less vigorous in the early twentieth century debates around sex. 
With regards to sex, the tendency of the various Churches was to turn 
away – almost to abstain – from conversation. There is a relative silence 
on sex and religion in the early part of the century. In part this may have 
been because religion had few answers: in regards to sex, “even clergy and 
ministers were at a loss.”26 

Christianity – when it spoke – tended to stress the overall sanctity of 
sex, and its relationship to God. Therefore, any perceived misuse of 
sexuality (masturbation, promiscuity and so on) was read as an affront to 
God and His vision for the world. Christians in general promoted self-
respect, nobility and abstinence: not only for the self, but for God. The 
body was seen as God’s vessel for life: to desecrate the body was to 
degrade Christ himself.27 Thus the Churches had distinct policies on 
sexuality, with some differences between sects. But the Churches were 
surprisingly muted in their commentaries on sex in this period.  It was not 
that the Churches were not important in Australian society, though some 
historians have suggested that Australians were less religious (or at least 
less church-going) than many similar Western nations. It seems more 
likely that the Churches’ own reluctance to engage with issues of sexuality 
before World War II rendered them less crucial to the debates. As Russel 
Ward recalled of his childhood in Queensland, his pastors never 
mentioned sex, other than in the vaguest terms of “exhortations to ‘purity’ 
or clean living.”28  It was not that there was no Church involvement (and 
certainly social purity groups were often related to Christian groups), but 
that the official churches were less vocal in their discursive engagement 
with sex. As one contemporary noted, religious groups were “too timid” in 
attacking the problems of sex.29 This was to change as the century 
progressed – particularly after WWII highlighted the sexual lives of young 
men and women – but the early-to-mid century saw, if not a silence, then 
at least a form of avoidance over issues that might be seen as distasteful.  

In contrast, medicine increasingly constructed itself as something 
particularly empirical, as opposed to the superstition and sentimentality of 
religion.30 The “science” of medicine appealed to the age of modernity, 
with its search for concrete, irredeemable solutions. By the 1930s, the 
authority of the medical profession in Australia had been firmly 
established.31 This strength was consolidated in 1933, with legislation to 
control the Medical Board ensuring the alignment of the state and the 
medical profession.32 It was part of a broad, modern movement to quantify 
and compartmentalise, to analyse systematically the world. Yet such 
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methods had not fully evolved – scientific studies were often small, and 
information on the aims, methods and results of any surveys were sketchy, 
if not non-existent. In Australia, in particular, the survey was under-
developed. While in America in this period, there were a number of 
substantial sex surveys (well before Kinsey), in Australia there was no 
corresponding significant survey of any kind. Yet there remained a strident 
faith in the scientific model. As one Brisbane chemist suggested, “All 
problems can be solved by brains and science.”33 Doctors were, perhaps, 
the new priests.34 

Other groups also intertwined with the ideas of the medical fraternity, 
including feminists. In the United Kingdom, Elaine Showalter described 
the New Woman of the turn of the century as an “anarchic figure who 
threatened to turn the world upside down and to be on top in a wild 
carnival of social and sexual misrule.”35 Enticing as this view may be, the 
first-wave feminists in Australia were not quite this chaotic. Feminists 
certainly did disturb fundamental gender roles and rules in quite profound 
ways. Yet, their views on sexuality coincided with that of medicine, for 
both had a strong focus on sexual restraint, and the control of “the animal 
in man.” Feminists were of course not always uniform in their responses, 
as Susan Magarey has shown, but in general, feminists did construct men 
as rapacious and women as rather passionless.36 Feminists exerted a 
powerful influence in Australia and sought to act as moral guardians of 
female virtue.  

Feminist’s call for continence tied in neatly with the work of other 
social purity groups, including anti-venereal disease campaigners and 
early sex educators. In the early century, purity workers and feminists 
were vocal in calling for chastity, and in the following decades, they were 
key in developing sex education along these models of abstinence. As we 
will see throughout this book, groups such as the Father and Son 
Movement were instrumental in the propagation of limited forms of sexual 
knowledge. With the best of intentions, they nonetheless provided models 
of sexuality that focused on respectability, marriage and heterosexuality, 
rendering all others that fell outside of these boundaries deviant and 
dangerous.  

Across a wide variety of spectrums, then, an ideal of sexuality was 
constructed, and there were strong social, cultural, medical and religious 
attempts to control sexuality.  This took specific forms, mediated through 
gender, class, race and later ethnicity. Certainly gender was a great divide 
and the constructions of masculinity and femininity are of central concern 
to this project. The sexualities of men and women were constructed in 
divergent ways. While for most of the early century, both men and women 
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were ideally to be chaste and pure, few authorities truly expected men to 
be so. Responsibility for chastity – and hence the blame for disruptions 
such as premarital pregnancy – remained with women. The regulation of 
sexuality was then firmly gendered. So too men and women experienced 
their sexual bodies in fundamentally different ways, in part due to this 
discursive construction of sex, and in part due to the differing biological 
realities, which left women vulnerable to pregnancy, abortion, rape and the 
potential shame and stigma of being named promiscuous or slatternly. 
Issues of class, too, were ever-present. As Lynette Finch has shown, the 
surveillance of sexuality was central to the ways class was constructed in 
Australia.37 Conversely, class and respectability were central to the ways 
that sexuality was shaped and narrated, especially as much sexual 
literature was written by the middle classes, aimed at or about the working 
classes.38  

Similarly, race was a definitive marker of sexual proprietary and sexual 
deviance. On one level, this was a reaction to the perceived sexual 
degradations of Aboriginal Australia. On another, as emerging work on 
eugenics and whiteness is showing, sexuality, reproduction and birth 
control were integral to the ways white Australia defined itself against a 
polymorphous, non-white “Other.” Race in particular was crucial to the 
development of reproductive and sexual politics in the early century, with 
fears over whiteness and racial contamination central to demands for 
increased fertility amongst the married and even occasionally the single. 
Further, well into the twentieth century, interracial relations became 
critical to the development of the economy, politics and society in the 
cities and on the frontier. Thus race intersects with, forms and mediates 
sex and sexual politics. As Ann Stoler suggests in her analysis of sex and 
colonialism, a history of sexuality cannot adequately be discussed without 
reference to both race and whiteness more generally.39 

These complex interminglings of sexuality, race, gender and class were 
not Australian alone. Even when writing a “national” history, it is clear 
that Australia adopted many of the frameworks provided by British, 
Continental and, later, American thinkers. Postcolonial Australia was a 
transnational continent, situating itself as a Western outpost with 
economic, political, social, intellectual and educational models flowing 
directly from Europe. Thinking about sex was no different, and major 
sexologists such as Richard von Krafft-Ebing and later Havelock Ellis 
were regularly referred to in local scientific and popular writings, and even 
Sigmund Freud rated an occasional if somewhat sceptical mention. Local 
feminists, eugenicists, sex educators and other progressives routinely 
placed themselves within international networks. In a practical setting, 
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court cases showed clear uses of international volumes such as Taylor’s 
Jurisprudence, published first in London, and used across the British 
colonies.  

There were, however, differences in timing and usage. For all of the 
similarities, we cannot assume that the British or American models will be 
a precise fit for local conditions. Australia was made up of a series of 
British colonies settled in the late eighteenth century on indigenous land. 
In 1901, the six British colonial states united to become a new nation, 
Australia. It was a peaceful federation encouraged by a common identity, 
heritage, ancestors, history, culture, language, as well as economic 
needs.40 A significant part of the appeal of a united Australia was to 
consolidate it as an imperial outpost, to strengthen its resolve as an agent 
of the continuing white race, and to more readily enable the exclusion of 
non-whites. Australia’s geographic place in the Asia-Pacific meant the 
new nation felt ever vulnerable to invasion, particularly from its northern 
(Asian) neighbours. It is not surprising to us that one of the first Acts 
passed by the new Commonwealth was the Immigration Restriction Act of 
1901, known colloquially as the “White Australia Policy.” To the 
federating colonies, race mattered, and it continued to matter through 
much of the century. It is not, then, too much of a leap to suggest that the 
regulation of bodies, through sexuality and reproduction, was a great part 
of the process of national formation. At the core of the newly federated 
nation was population: population was power.41  

Moreover, the particular forms of colonisation in Australia impacted 
dramatically on the development of society, culture and sexuality. 
Australia’s vast seemingly “empty” spaces led men quickly from the 
towns and cities to the frontiers, some of which were not fully settled by 
white Australians until the twentieth century. Frontier regions hosted a 
peculiar gender and racial imbalance, with the white man carving out 
“new” territories. Historians have shown how the frontier aided the 
development of a particular form of masculinity: rough, rugged, 
homosocial. Thus the specific Antipodean situation –  the perceived need 
to shore up White Australia from invasion, the certain types of masculinity 
which developed in a frontier nation – all ensured that Australian attitudes 
towards sexuality were both similar to and different from those of other 
western and/or postcolonial nations. Thus Australia needs to be studied for 
its specificities, and even within the Australian experience, for the shifts 
and changes that occurred even over short timeframes.  

By the early twentieth century, it is clear that in Australia, as 
elsewhere, sex emerged as a central concept in modern thinking. As 
Foucault has so clearly drawn out, the Victorian period had seen many 
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paradoxes: on one hand, a repressive regime, but on the other, such 
repression was an incitement to discourse. In the condemnation of sex, 
everyone was in fact talking about it.42 In the new century, not everyone 
approved of the “discovery” of sex. As one social commentator suggested: 

 
In these extraordinary days, you can’t move without Sex being flung in 
your face. It sniggers at you from the pages of your newspapers; it shouts 
at you from street hoardings; it sidles and slides through the literature 
imported by the ton.43 
 

But for other intellectual elites, adrift in a modern, tentatively Freudian 
world, sex was seen as key to narrating life itself. Never before had there 
been such an avalanche of narratives about sex, and never before was sex 
seen as so omnipotent. In science, in the arts and in the media, sex had a 
new importance: it was more than the continuation of the species.44 
Instead, sex was seen as one key way, sometimes the key way, to 
understand modern life.  

Sex was embedded into the psyche of the newly formed nation. In Kate 
Weston’s 1913 novel The Prelude, sex was seen as fundamental to both 
life and nation. As the charming and intelligent male protagonist noted: 

 
all progress is by way of sex. What is there in Art, Literature, Progress, 
Science, or even Religion into which it does not enter. Sex exercises a sort 
of moral propulsion that incites ourselves or others to action. It is a 
dynamo that drives the steering-wheel of life, mental, moral and physical. 
Remove its influence and what have you? A valley of dry bones, a machine 
with vital parts missing. Can you imagine a sexless nation?45  

 
In a period that idealised notions of progress, technology, science, 
classification and control, sex was an integral part of the newly federated 
nation: a central part of what it meant to be “modern.” 

The links between modernity, pleasure and desire are considered 
throughout this book. In our contemporary world, ideas of pleasure are one 
foundational way that we understand sexuality. Yet as this study of 
Australian sexualities indicates, this was not always the case. Individual 
men and women may certainly have experienced pleasure, or desire, or 
both. But discursively, sex was often imagined and understood as being 
about things other than pleasure: about nation, citizenship, reproduction, 
duty, disease, contagion, immorality and sin. Understandings about 
sexuality and the sex act itself were and are historically contingent, based 
upon our social and cultural understandings of social order and bodily 
experience.  
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In effect, then, it is important to study this history of sexuality, to more 
fully understand the ways our past was constructed, imagined and 
understood – and perhaps, in brief moments, we can also recognise how 
sexuality was experienced, not as a monolithic or imposed institution, but 
how it was explored and enjoyed by individual bodies across different 
times and spaces. This book is therefore both chronological and thematic.  

The first section covers the “birth” of the nation, from Federation and 
the new nation state in 1901 to the Great War. It begins in Chapter One 
with a consideration of female desire and the junctions between pleasure 
and purity. In a world where women (especially middle-class women) 
were expected to be chaste and pure, what did this mean for both sexual 
desire and reproduction? Male sexuality was just as problematic, as we 
will explore in Chapter Two. Men were – ideally – to be as chaste as 
women, yet their sexuality was more commonly defined by the idea of 
“hydraulic sexuality” and the belief that male sexual needs must be met, in 
any way possible. For men on the frontier, this could be indigenous 
women, and Chapter Three considers the crucial junctions between sex, 
race and desire. Chapter Four ends with the spectre of war and the rising 
anxieties over the venereal diseases, syphilis and gonorrhoea. In an age 
which constructed male sexuality as active and exertive, VD was difficult 
to treat and prevent, despite the rising social and medical costs to the 
community.  

Section II considers the interwar years, both the glamorous “roaring 
twenties” and the more difficult years of the Great Depression in the 
1930s. The years after the catastrophe of World War I saw an unfailing 
belief in science and modern knowledge, and as Chapter Five shows, a 
new urge to sex education. Sex ed was originally proposed as a way to end 
the spread of venereal disease, but it also aimed to promote new ways of 
living and loving in the twentieth century, including a reconceptualisation 
of monogamous marriage, which was now to be based on an active and 
happy sexual life. But not all Australians fitted into this paradigm of happy 
heterosexuality. Chapter Six continues the exploration of race and 
sexuality, beginning with an analysis of whiteness, eugenics and birth 
control, and ending with the situation for Aboriginal women, who could 
not and did not fit into the ideal of interwar familial bliss. Similarly, 
Chapter Seven examines the darker side of interwar sexuality. In a period 
which tightly defined and regulated the “norm,” those who fell outside 
were pathologised and rendered perverse. Here, we will consider the 
multiple ideas of “perversity,” including the ways that men and women 
experienced their own alternative desires.  
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The final section considers the period from World War II to the Pill, 
and the emergence of new forms of sexual ideas and identities. In Chapter 
Eight, we look to war, and the manifest changes in Australian society that 
this brought. Socially, and sexually, war was a turning point in our 
twentieth century history, for heterosexuals and for camp men and women. 
Chapter Nine considers adult sexuality in the 1950s, including both 
homosexuality and heterosexuality, and the ways sexuality was 
manipulated as a form of social, gender and political control. The final 
chapter moves to address the new teen bodies that emerge in the postwar 
years, and to think about the ways sexuality emerged as a crucial form of 
adolescent identity. The book concludes in 1961, when the female 
contraceptive Pill first became available on the market. Australian women 
were early adopters of the new technology, which helped reshape the 
sexual landscape into the sixties and seventies. 

Many of the themes explored in this book overlap the various 
timeframes, and concerns about issues such as venereal disease and 
illegitimate childbirth permeate the entire sixty years. Yet, chronology and 
periodisation does allow us to draw out the most important ideas from 
each time frame, the key trends, the moral panics, the spaces of disruption 
and dislocation. As we will see, many things changed over these six 
decades, culminating in the contraceptive Pill, and the end to the definitive 
connection between heterosexual intercourse and pregnancy/procreation. 
Yet, so too other things stayed the same, as was illustrated by the 
continuing fight for those living outside the heterosexual “norm” to find 
companionship, love, and yes, sex. This book, then, foregrounds the 
greater changes of the late twentieth century, while allowing us a window 
into the way society and culture was thoroughly shaped and turned by 
sexual ideals and sexual adventures. It is not a definitive history, but rather 
by its inclusions and its omissions, hopes to inspire further discussion, 
further scholarship and future research into sexuality in twentieth century 
Australia. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

MORALITY AND MOTHERHOOD: 
CONCEPTS OF FEMALE SEXUALITY  

 
 
 
Hers was a deep intense nature, some said cold... but a few knew that the 
surface seeming was but the crust over the lava, between which lay rosy 
impetuous fires of everlasting love and tenderness. 
—Mary Fullerton, “The Justification,” 19031 
 
In 1904, the sex reformer Agnes Nesbit Benham produced a short but 

intriguing book, Love’s Way to Perfect Humanhood. It was an idealistic, 
even romantic text, in which Benham was determined to prove that a 
happy, fulfilling and pure sexual life was an antidote to many of society’s 
problems, including prostitution, illegitimacy and divorce. Benham (1850-
1932) was born into a free-thinking Adelaide family where she was 
exposed to the radical ideals of feminism and Fabian socialism. As a 
young adult, she had read widely, from the poetry of Walt Whitman to 
Darwin’s evolutionary theory. She was a progressive who believed that 
society could be shaped and improved. While she dabbled briefly in 
political thought, she came to believe that sex and gender relations were 
the key to social and cultural change.2  

Benham was not alone in suggesting that sex was at the core of the 
human condition, but she was nonetheless surprisingly radical in her 
promotion of ideas about female pleasure. Unlike most sex writers, who 
stressed the need for a stereotypical Victorian purity, Benham suggested 
that sex was not only a “right and normal force,” but “the sweetest 
pleasure, the most transforming rapture,” for women as well as for men. 
She purported that women were indeed capable of “rapturous sensations,” 
“passionate love” and “the intense and joyous acme.” She hinted, too, at 
female orgasm: “the vibrations that affect our varied and ascending planes 
of being.”3  In a period that saw a woman’s sexuality subsumed into her 
maternity, this exploration of female passion was a powerful challenge to 
the social and sexual order. Like other feminists of the period, Benham 
was rethinking the boundaries and definitions of sexuality and marriage, 
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but she was unconventional in her argument that female passion was 
possible, even desirable. 

Such concerns became somewhat of a family tradition. Agnes’ 
daughter, the medical doctor Rosamund Benham (1874-1932), was 
similarly determined to reform sexual mores and to identify the female 
body as a site of sexual desire. In 1905, she released her book Sense About 
Sex, which outlined a comprehensive theory of sex, reproduction, eugenics 
and parenting. Rosamund drew on her mother’s ideas that sexual pleasure 
was natural and good for both men and women, but that desire must be 
contained within purity (though not necessarily formal marriage).4  

If the key theme of Rosamund’s book was the creation of the ideal 
environment for reproduction (through a loving, harmonious home and 
healthy body), elsewhere she wrote even more explicitly about sex. In 
1905 and 1906 Benham and her radical husband Thomas Gilbert published 
two volumes of a new journal, Free Speech, which showed a consistent 
challenge to the sexual order. Benham wrote about female pleasure, which 
she constructed as a powerful force. In her poem entitled “I Was Afraid,” 
published first in The Bulletin and then in Free Speech, she wrote of her 
own passion: 

  
And all my body ached to be caressed 
By your strong hands and supple clinging mouth 
Oh! hot fierce fire… 
O longing limbs and passionate red rose 
That is my heart.5  
 

Whilst this passion was acknowledged and even celebrated, Benham’s 
poem suggests it should ultimately be denied, for no man would love and 
respect a woman who gave in too readily to desire. A woman’s sexuality 
was, then, both passionate and constrained. 

While their estimation of female desire was both controversial and 
unusual, the Benham’s writings were illustrative of many of the broader 
concerns of the age. Numerous other writers and theorists were similarly 
grappling with the “problem” of the female body, in particular the 
intertwined relationship between pleasure and procreation. This chapter 
will explore the establishment and maintenance of a female sexual ideal – 
and identity – of modesty, marriage and maternity. It will also consider the 
plentiful evidence to suggest an alternative reading: women did engage in 
sex outside of marriage, sex for pleasure, sex outside of reproduction and 
outside of heterosexuality. Pre-marital sex, extra marital affairs, the need 
for contraception and abortion, the evidence of same-sex desire, all 
suggest a rich, if largely hidden, world of female sensuality and sexuality. 


