Chapter 1
MAPPING HOMOPHOBIA IN AUSTRALIA

MICHAEL FLOOD AND CLIVE HAMILTON'

One-third of the Australian population believe that ‘homosexua-
lity is immoral’, and this belief is spread in distinct ways across
the nation. Using data from a survey of nearly 25,000 Australians,
we can ‘map’ homophobia in Australia. Homophobic attitudes are
worst in country areas of Queensland and Tasmania. Men are far
more likely than women to feel that homosexuality does not have
moral legitimacy, and this gender gap in attitudes persists across
age, socioeconomic, educational, and regional divides. Surpri-
singly, Catholics are the least homophobic of those Australians
with a religious affiliation. Finally, homophobic attitudes seem to
be improving over time.

Homophobia and heterosexism

Homophobia refers to the fear or hatred of homosexual people
and to anti-homosexual beliefs and prejudices. The term ‘homo-
phobia’ has become a popular descriptor for attitudes, beliefs,
stereotypes, and other cognitive and affective responses based on
hostility towards and fear of gay men and lesbians. Typical homo-
phobic beliefs include the idea that homosexuality is unnatural,
sick, perverse or dangerous, while heterosexuality is natural
and normal.

The term homophobia increasingly is complemented by
another term, heterosexism. This term is useful in emphasising the
system of injustice and oppression organised around sexuality.
Heterosexism refers to collective, institutionalised relations of
advantage and disadvantage. It highlights the fact that people
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homosexuality, Catholics are the least homophobic of those Aust-
ralians with a religious affiliation. This suggests that there is a gap
between the official teachings of the Church and the everyday
beliefs and values of those people who share its faith.

Finally, what is the future of homophobia in Australia? Anti-
homosexual prejudice is likely to decline over time in this country.
The belief in the moral unacceptability of homosexuality is most
common among the oldest age groups, less common among
younger adults, and least common among the youngest adults.
Boys in the youngest age group, 14 to 17, do show relatively high
levels of homophobia, but this declines by the time they reach
early adulthood. This suggests that a belief in the immorality of
homosexuality will lessen over time as these cohorts age. While
this is heartening, it is also true that homophobia is far from gone.
Significant levels of anti-homosexual prejudice remain in Aust-
ralia, and there is still much work to be done.
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