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‘Hit him with your handbag!’: 
Homophobia in Australian  
magazines of the 1960s 

Julie Ustinoff 

Mass-market magazines constitute a principal sphere within the 
mass media and its popular cultural forms. Australians have histori-
cally remained avid readers of magazines; consistently maintaining 
one of the highest per capita readership levels in the world. Not only 
do magazines provide a ready and relatively inexpensive form of 
entertainment, but recent research indicates that a large proportion 
of the community rely on the publications for information and ideas 
on a wide range of topics. Magazines therefore play an active role as 
mediators between the public and society’s dominant institutions, 
facilitating the transmission of governing ideologies, ideas and 
beliefs and helping shape public opinion.  
 Magazine production (like other commodities of popular 
culture) involves satisfying a network of competing and compli-
mentary influences. Subsequently, it is another arena in which 
social, cultural, and political struggles are often played out. This is 
particularly relevant to the 1960s. During that period, many Aust-
ralians were awakened to new individual possibilities unrestricted 
by conservative dictates, especially those that challenged the 
socially and culturally entrenched mythologies of sex and gender. 
However, despite the increasing degree of social radicalisation 
during the decade, popular magazines remained stoic in their por-
trayal of conservative expressions of sexuality. Within their pages, 
homosexuality remained largely a taboo subject for public discus-
sion unless it was configured in terms of a social problem that 
required ‘solving’ or a medical problem that required ‘treatment’. 
Thus the most popular magazines in Australia during the decade 
of the ‘swinging sixties’ reinforced long-standing homophobic 
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