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Abstract 
 
This thesis will examine the roles and visibility of women in Brisbane during 

the social protests between 1967 and 1982. The thesis begins by exploring the 

situation of women in the city of Brisbane, and more broadly in the state of 

Queensland. A search for secondary reading material on Queensland women, 

and their protest activities, provided a limited number of secondary sources. 

As sources on Australian women’s activities, for the period of interest, 

focused on the southern states, a gap was identified in the history of protest 

and political activities in Brisbane. This gap has provided an opportunity to 

add this original contribution, a work of social history, to the historical 

narrative of women’s experiences.  

The thesis will argue that women played a central role in activism in 

Brisbane during the period studied. Through this activism, they changed 

Queensland society in important ways. I will argue that the current 

historiography has overlooked the roles and visibility of politically active 

women in 1960s and 70s Brisbane, leaving the historical narrative 

incomplete. I will identify women who played important roles, and the 

challenges they met.  

Protest activity in Brisbane took on a different flavour from activities 

in other Australian states and internationally. Brisbane had its own, local, 

concerns that saw protest activity develop and continue over the fifteen years 

of this study. A particular and peculiar state government with a focused 

agenda set on economic progress, a conservative society dominated by 

patriarchy, a climate that encouraged languor and torpor, and underlying hints 

that all was not quite as it seemed brought a very localised series of issues to 

the forefront in Queensland. This led to political unrest and activism. 

From 1967, political activity was dynamic in the city and, indeed, the 

period saw a significant increase in the number of women who took up 

activist roles. An outbreak of protest activity began in Brisbane when the 

federal parliament passed the National Service Act, in 1964, conscripting 

soldiers who would be sent to the Vietnam War. Since this decision mostly 

affected young people, they mobilised quickly, and were joined by the Old 

Left, and organisations committed to peace. 

The period covers the Vietnam War and the 1967 Civil Liberties 

campaign. In 1971, the Springbok rugby union team visited, and parallel to 



6 
 

that a range of local issues led to battles between the Left and the Queensland 

Government. The Women’s Liberation movement emerged, and the younger 

generation of women enthusiastically embraced its promise.  

I have interviewed women involved in the protest activity and their 

testimony, included in the thesis, provides significant primary source material 

not captured elsewhere in the literature about the period. Women in Brisbane, 

between 1967 and 1982, moved from being almost silent in the background, 

to initiating and undertaking their own activism, an activism that would 

identify, understand, progress, and improve the status of women in the state 

of Queensland. 
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Introduction 
 
Every day I make my way 
Through the streets of your town 
Don't the sun look good today? 
But the rain on its way 
  Robert Forster and Grant McLennan, Streets of Your 

 Town, 1988.   
 
Sometimes the most powerful acts of protest can be carried out alone. As I 

began my research for this project, I found this story, recorded simply on a 

handwritten page, sitting in an archive box since 1995. The story was told by 

a young woman named Maggie Huggup, who described in a 1995 interview, 

her January 1967 solo protest against the South Vietnamese Prime Minister, 

Air Vice-Marshall Ky and his wife. This was a very powerful, but 

unpublished, protest. An, as yet unknown political activity which tells us a 

great deal about the social history of women protesters in Brisbane. Maggie 

Huggup explains: 

I was in the City one day, all dressed up, stockings, shoes, in the 
way we did in those days.  
 
On the way back, I walked past the old Lennon’s Hotel [sic], the 
one that had the steps coming out into George St.  
 
“There was a crowd of women standing around that step – very 
conservative, older than myself. They had been to a function at 
Lennons – all tizzed up they were” [sic].  
 
I was absolutely incensed at this, and the fact that Ky was in town 
raising funds. I went over and clustered with these women 
…around [Madame Ky], grasping her hand and shaking it in a 
maternalistic way – “you lovely creature you” [sic]. 
 

Huggup joined the women and reported that: 
 

“[w]hen my time came to be close to her and grasp her little 
kidded hand, I did and looked straight into her eyes and I just said 
“Fascist” and turned and disappeared into the crowd...it happened 
spontaneously. If I’d thought about it, I wouldn’t have done it” 
[sic].1 

 

 
1 Huggup, M. Interview Transcript Vietnam War, Union of 

Australian Women Collection, UQFL193, Box 17, Folder 
1, Fryer Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane, 
Australia. 
www.library.uq.edu.au/fryer/worth_fighting/6.html 
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This is the voice of one woman which like the voices of many other women, 

has remained silent and unrecognised, and yet, it tells so much about life, for 

women activists, in Brisbane in January, 1967. The suppression of this event 

illustrates how the representation of important Queensland activist women 

has been diminished in the historical narrative. 

Women made an important, yet until now almost invisible, contribution 

to the protest and political activity in Brisbane between 1967 and 1982. My 

study explores this very distinct era in the history of Queensland; it examines 

both the nature of the Queensland government, and an unprecedented degree 

of public dissent against authoritarianism. Historians and other writers have 

been drawn to the tumult in Queensland during these years, but the gender 

aspect is notably missing, even in the most recent works. There are few 

secondary sources specifically about the Brisbane Social Protests. In the 

books and articles that can be found, women are infrequently mentioned. Few 

journal articles are available, and even these focus on only limited themes. 

The activities of men dominate literature about this period. The aim of 

this thesis is to expand the historical literature of the roles and visibility of the 

women who acted politically in 1960s and 70s Brisbane. This is an under-

researched topic in the historiography concerning women and activism in 

Queensland. Australian feminist historiography tends to neglect Queensland, 

and those documents that include the state lean towards an over-emphasis on 

the activities of Merle Thornton. I will identify other important women 

involved in the social protests in Brisbane, and the roles they played, and I 

will place the women in their relevant place within the political activism in 

Brisbane. 

 
Literature Review 
 

The central reason for my interest in the roles and visibility of the women in 

Brisbane’s social protests is my inability to find secondary literature about 

women who protested in Brisbane during these years. Secondary sources 

could be found, but they were dominated by the activities of men and women 

were barely mentioned. For example, Raymond Evans and Carole Ferrier 

edited the book Radical Brisbane: An Unruly History, in 2004. This book 

covered radical events in Brisbane from the late nineteenth century, and 

throughout the twentieth century, with several chapters covering the time that 
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my thesis will examine. This book is useful for drawing a background of 

radical activities in Brisbane, yet it has limited focus on women’s activities.2 

Following the publication of the Evans and Ferrier book, in 2005, Libby 

Connors and Drew Hutton reviewed it, in “Review Essay Who Owns 

Brisbane’s Radical Past”. They wrote this review “not to critique the 

inclusions and omissions in order to assuage individual egos, but to further 

an understanding of the basis of radical politics and to interpret why Brisbane 

has been the seat of dissent as much as of development in this state”.3 They 

expressed their disappointment at seeing that “informal, unrecorded 

memories of those who participated in the 1970s right-to-march protests 

[were] omitted”4 from the book. While critical that the book concentrated on 

the “romance of place” rather than conducting a sound and thorough appraisal 

and analysis of the city’s radical past, the authors did concede the limitations 

of this type of publication.5  

In April 2006, the exhibition, Taking to the Streets: Two Decades that 

Changed Brisbane, 1965 – 1985, opened at the Museum of Brisbane. This 

exhibition arose from the Evans and Ferrier book. Jo Besley, Louise Denoon 

and Katie McConnel published an essay, “Past and Present Collide: Bringing 

Together the Museum of Brisbane’s Exhibition Taking to the Streets: Two 

Decades That Changed Brisbane, 1965 – 1985”,6 about the exhibition. This 

essay was an account of the approach of the curators, and of audience 

responses to the exhibition, as well as a personal reflection on the position of 

the exhibition’s content. These publications and the exhibition opened the 

way for a series of publications about these protest years. 

 
2 Evans, R., & Ferrier, C. (Eds.). 2004. Radical Brisbane. An 

unruly history. Vulgar Press. 
3 Connors, L. & Hutton, D. 2005. Who Owns Brisbane's Radical 

Past? Review Essay, Queensland Review, 12(1), 91. 
4 Ibid., 93. 
5 Ibid., 99. 
6 Besley, J., Denoon, L. & McConnel, K. 2007. Past and Present 

Collide: Bringing Together the Museum of Brisbane's 
Exhibition Taking to the Streets: Two Decades That 
Changed Brisbane, 1965-1985, Queensland Review, 
14(1), 1-10. 
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Two useful online sources are Radical Times Archive7 and Reason in 

Revolt.8 Both websites gather primary source documents about radicalism in 

Brisbane, and Australia, respectively. The sites are readily accessible digital 

repositories which are continually growing. The sites hold audio-visual, 

written and pictorial evidence, and are useful in providing background and 

vignettes regarding the years of this study. 

The article by Mark Plunkett and Ralph Summy, “Civil Liberties in 

Queensland a nonviolent political campaign”, outlines the Civil Liberties 

(Right to March) campaign in Brisbane from a nonviolence perspective.9 This 

1980 article covers the latter period of this study, between 1977 and 1980. 

Plunkett and Summy look at the history, movements, strategy, police, and 

partnerships, and review the shortcomings of the campaign, and the economic 

effect of the ban on street marches. They estimated the cost at approximately 

$4.5 million. They reviewed the political fallout, support for, and debate on, 

the issue, and finally, the relaxation of the government stand. Despite the 

breadth of the article, it gives little mention of women participants; this 

reveals a gap for the present study to fill.  

Christopher Rootes was involved in early protests against the Vietnam 

War when he was a student in Brisbane. As a lecturer in Sociology at the 

University of Kent at Canterbury, he secured a grant from the British Social 

Science Research Council, in the late 1970s, to conduct a study of the social 

protests in Brisbane. He subsequently wrote a series of journal articles on 

various aspects of the protests, on students at the University of Queensland, 

and on their roles in those protests. In 1983, Rootes published “The Civil 

Liberties Campaign in Queensland lessons for the future”.10 This article 

provides a comparison between the actions of students in 1969, and those in 

1977. He examines attitudes toward the two campaigns, and the willingness 

 
7 Brisbane Discussion Circle Members. 2012. Radical Times 

Archive. http://radicaltimes.info/PDF/Forum.pdf  
8 Reason in Revolt. 2019. 

http://www.reasoninrevolt.net.au/index.html 
9 Plunkett, M. & Summy, R. 1980. Civil Liberties in Queensland 

a Nonviolent Political Campaign. Social Alternatives, 
1(6), 73-90. 

10 Rootes, C. 1983b. The Civil Liberties Campaign in 
Queensland Lessons for the Future. Social Alternatives, 
3(2), 55-60. 
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of the University of Queensland students to participate. He analyses the 

results of surveys conducted ten years apart and aims to draw conclusions to 

provide lessons for the future. The article is useful in explaining differences 

between campaigns in 1967 and 1977 but adds little to knowledge of the 

history of women in the campaigns, except to note that the involvement of 

women in the campaign in 1977 is relatively low and to provide some reasons 

for this phenomenon. The article, therefore, provides a useful starting point 

for further investigation. 

Professor Rootes published an article called “Students: are they really 

so conservative?” in 1983.11 This article asks whether participation in protests 

that took place in 1969 differed from participation in those held in 1977. It 

presents a comparative analysis of the political preferences and attitudes of 

students and their confidence in political authorities. Rootes then argues that 

the rise in interest and participation in politics amongst women was possibly 

the most striking change. The author identifies how the participation of 

women in protest campaigns altered between the 1969 and 1977 campaigns. 

For the purposes of this study, the quantitative approach of the article creates 

opportunities for more qualitative data collection and analysis.  

More recently, Jon Piccini has published a range of articles about events 

during the 1960s and 1970s, with a focus on transnational history, and a 

spotlight on activities in Brisbane. One of his articles, “‘Up the New 

Channels.’ Student Activism in Brisbane during Australia’s Sixties”,12 sets 

out to link the development of the New Left student movement in Brisbane 

with the international events and “with a transnationally conscious generation 

playing their part in an imaginary community of global revolt through the 

construction of confrontational spaces or engaging in activities considered 

taboo, if not downright disreputable”.13 In his analyses, he mentions a small 

number of women; he questions their roles, and how they are portrayed, 

primarily by men, during this period.  

 
11 Rootes, C. 1983a. Students: Are They Really So 

Conservative?, Political Science, 18(1), 120-126. 
12 Piccini, J. 2011b. 'Up the New Channels'. Student Activism in 

Brisbane during Australia's Sixties. Crosswords. V(2: UQ 
Centenary), 75-86. 

13 Piccini, J. 2011a. 'Student Activism in Brisbane During 
Australia’s Sixties', Crossroads, 5, 86. 
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Justice in the Deep North A Historical Perspective on Crime and 

Punishment in Queensland is worthy of mention.14 The book looks at a wide 

range of crime, justice, victim, legal and morality issues. Some of these 

pertain to issues that will be examined in this study. Although the book is not 

directly related to the roles of women, some of the issues discussed will prove 

useful.  

Any study examining the roles of women will involve the context of 

feminism, and, in the years of this study, what has become known as the 

second wave of feminism. Marilyn Lake’s Getting Equal: the history of 

Australian Feminism is a useful outline of the history of feminism in 

Australia.15 She covers some salient points about the period of this study but 

a more rigorous examination of the roles of women in this period is needed. 

Very little information on Queensland can be found in this publication apart 

from the Thornton Bogner 1965 protest at The Regatta Hotel.  

Anne Summers’ Damned Whores and God’s Police, published initially 

in 1975, first questioned why Australian women have been “hidden from 

history”, and argued that the few histories written before 1975, about 

individual women, could not be seen as an accurate reflection of the past of 

Australian women. The lack of information about the work of those women, 

who came before Summers and her contemporaries, set her to wonder if her 

own work, and that of her contemporaries, would also be forgotten, and would 

disappear from history.16  

Kate Murphy published “Feminism and Political History” in 2010, and 

this is an excellent article on how political history once favoured the 

masculine approach. She then explores the revision from the early 1970s, and 

how gender influenced changes in the examination of the contribution of both 

men and women to the shaping of Australian history.17 The author argues that 

there remains a division between political history, and feminist history, and 

 
14 McCartney. C., Lincoln, R., & Wilson, P.R. 2003. Justice in 

the Deep North: A Historical Perspective on Crime and 
Punishment in Queensland. Bond University Press. 

15 Lake, M. 1999. Getting Equal: The History of Australian 
Feminism. Allen & Unwin. 

16 Summers, A. 2014. Damned Whores and God’s Police. (5th 
Ed.). Anne Summers Reports Pty Ltd 2014. 

17 Murphy, K. 2010. Feminism and Political History. Australian 
Journal of Politics and History, 56(1), 21-37. 
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that there is room for further mutual understanding of overlapping concerns. 

For the purposes of this study, this article provides useful and constructive 

frameworks for considering the way that women were involved in the 

Brisbane social protests. 

Audio visual sources show a significant number of women taking an 

active part in the protests. There are numerous short films, news reports and 

photographs available in various archives. While significant numbers of 

women can be seen in these documents, their numbers are not reflected in 

written historiography of the time. It was surprising to see so many active 

women in films about the protests yet find so few secondary sources written 

about their experiences. Some important films include The Battle of Bowen 

Hills18 by Peter Gray and Garry Lane, Manufacturing Dissent19 by Debra 

Beattie, and If you Don’t Fight, you Lose20 by Leslie Mannison, Joseph 

Monsour and Ian Curr. As these films were made by activists, they are 

important primary sources. 

Historiography regarding women’s activism in Australia focuses 

mainly on those women who were active in the southern states. Anne 

Summers, Verity Burgmann, Marilyn Lake, Michelle Arrow and Angela 

Woollacott, and Chilla Bulbeck wrote about women and feminist activism; 

however, their work touched only slightly on the social history of women’s 

activities in Queensland.21 These works are excellent feminist works but, 

while strong on the southern states they leave little space for Queenslanders. 

 
18 Gray P. & Lane, G. (Director and Producer). 1982. The Battle 

for Bowen Hills. [Film]. Crowsfoot Films. 
19 Beattie, D. (Director). 1997. Manufacturing Dissent, [Film]. 

Queensland University of Technology. 
20 Mannison, L., Monsour, J., & Curr, I. (Producers). 1977. If 

you don’t fight, You Lose. [Film]. Brisbane.  
21 Burgmann, V. 2003. Power, profit and protest: Australian 

social movements and globalisation. Allen & Unwin., 
Summers, A. 2014. Damned whores and God's police. 
(5th Ed.). Anne Summers Reports Pty Ltd 2014., Lake, M. 
1999. Getting Equal: The History of Australian Feminism. 
Allen & Unwin., Bulbeck, C. 1997. Living Feminism: The 
impact of the women’s movement on three generations of 
Australian women. Cambridge University Press., Arrow, 
M. & Woollacott, A. 2018. Introduction—How the 
Personal Became Political: The Gender and Sexuality 
Revolutions in 1970s Australia, Australian Feminist 
Studies, 33(95), 1-8.  
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Those writers who mention Queensland seem preoccupied with Merle 

Thornton and her work in the state. Merle Thornton’s work on feminist issues 

in Queensland was ground-breaking and has been analysed widely. It needs 

to be asked: has this preoccupation been a reason for the neglect of the 

important work of other women in the state? 

Literature about the women in Queensland has mostly drawn on 

primary sources and has been written by those who were participants in the 

political dissent at the time. Pam Young, a member of the Union of Australian 

Women (UAW) wrote a brief history, Daring to take a stand: the story of the 

Union of Australian Women in Queensland, in 1998.22 Gail Reekie’s 1994 

edited book, On the Edge Women’s Experiences in Queensland, has 

informative chapters on Women’s House and the Rape Crisis Services. The 

book focusses on the lives of rural and regional women in Queensland and 

“attempts to bring region to the study of women”.23 

Susan Currie’s book, A Prescription for action: The life of Dr Janet 

Irwin, has brought to readers the excellent work of an almost forgotten 

woman.24 The Brisbane Labour History Association has published a large 

collection of short works on the roles of women, in particular, those of the 

Old Left. The works include Connie Healy’s Eva’s Story about Eva Bacon 

and another article on Bacon by Deborah Jordan. Jan Ryall has published her 

mother, Norma Nord’s, story. Carole Ferrier and Deborah Jordan have 

compiled Hibiscus & Ti-Tree: Women in Queensland,25 which is a collection 

of short women’s narratives of Queensland. Jennie Harvie has written on 

Women’s House and, several women have published on Radical Times 

Archive website. Anne Richards, Margaret Reynolds, and Merle Thornton 

have authored autobiographical books. Many women have written for the 

feminist journal, Hecate.  

 

 
22 Young, P. 1998. Daring to take a stand: the story of the 

Union of Australian Women in Queensland. Pam Young. 
23 Reekie, G. (Ed.). 1994. On the Edge. Women’s experiences in 

Queensland. University of Queensland Press. 
24 Currie, S. 2016. A Prescription for action. The life of Dr Janet 

Irwin. Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty Ltd. 
25 Ferrier, C. & Jordan, D. (Eds.). 2009. Hibiscus and Ti-tree: 

Women in Queensland, Hecate Press.  
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Primary Sources and Archives 
 

With the lack of secondary narratives exploring the history of women in the 

Brisbane social protests identified, my research turned to primary documents 

as sources that might reveal how and why women became involved in the 

events of this period. A large amount of primary source material exists in 

archival collections relating to the years of social protest in Queensland 

between 1967 and 1982. Material for this thesis has been sourced from the 

Fryer Library, University of Queensland Library, the National Library of 

Australia, The Queensland Police Museum, Queensland State Archives, and 

the State Library of Queensland. These collections provided a comprehensive 

assortment of primary sources covering a large range of events involving 

women’s political activity in Brisbane.  

In 1983, Joy Guyatt, a staff member at the Fryer Library and activist, 

Greg George, produced the 400-page Publications of Political Organisations 

in Queensland from documents held in the University of Queensland 

libraries.26 It was designed to bring the Fryer Library’s Collection to the 

notice of researchers.27 This library holds cultural and heritage Special 

Collections, and these include “rich, untapped research material such as 

letters, diaries, manuscripts, architectural plans & [sic] models, photographs 

and rare books”.28 A particularly relevant Special Collection was the Radical 

Politics Collection which was an online exhibition when I began my research.  

Researching in archives presents some challenges for historians. 

Archival material has been carefully selected by both the person donating the 

documents, and the archivist or creator. Elena et al write that “historical 

research is greatly based on intuition during the information seeking state, 

[sic] it is not a casual discovery of facts”.29 Researchers may fear missing a 

 
26 Guyatt, J. & George. G. 1983. Publications of Political 

Organizations in Queensland: held in University of 
Queensland Libraries. Fryer Memorial Library, University 
of Queensland Libraries. Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 

27 Guyatt & George, 1983, foreword. 
28 Radical Politics Page, Fryer Library, University of 

Queensland Library. Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 
https://web.library.uq.edu.au/collections/cultural-
historical-collections  

29 Elena, T., Katifori, A., Vassilakis, C., Lepouras, G., & 
Halatsis, C. 2010. Historical research in archives: user 
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vital piece of evidence despite the hours spent searching in the archive. Elena 

et al add that history is a science and that “historians employ their scientific 

knowledge, experience, and intuition to formulate queries”.30 Searching 

systematically, the historian examines past events and aims to write an 

account to communicate an understanding of an event. This process may 

include interpretation to recapture the nuances, personalities, and ideas that 

influence these events.31  

Digitisation has transformed historical research, where the availability 

of resources has allowed the process to take place. Easier accessibility to 

digital documents allows for more time to assess the meaning of the content.32 

However, the sheer volume of recorded documents can be demanding on the 

researcher’s listening and transcription time.33  

Many of the archival documents I viewed were undated, or partly dated 

with a day, date, and month but no year. Fortunately, it was possible to 

roughly date most of the documents by following the information within them 

to place them within the timeline of events. Other things that added challenges 

were the nicknames for people, organisations, and places, only some of which 

I was able to follow up and confirm. There were other documents which 

lacked classifying features and so remained enigmatic, but were viewed and 

analysed as primary texts, reflecting the mentality of the culture of protest.  

There are various ways to ensure that the clearest picture of an event is 

identified. A check can be made of the primary data by comparing it with the 

collected oral data, as well as consulting secondary and other primary 

documents to build a clear picture. The collector of oral data can make 

additional inferences from the data which will provide a picture of emotions 

and atmosphere. Data collected during interviews will also assist in selecting 

and drawing from a range of document types which will ensure rigorous 

 
methodology and supporting tools. International Journal 
on Digital Libraries, 11(1), 26. 

30 Elena, et al, 2010, 25. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Bingham, A. 2010. ‘The Digitization of Newspaper Archives: 

Opportunities and Challenges for Historians’. Twentieth 
Century British History, 21(2), 229.  

33 Holmes, K., Thomson, A., Darian-Smith, K., & Edmonds, P. 
2016. Oral History and Australian Generations, Australian 
Historical Studies, 47(1), 7.  
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methodological research practices. At times, a collection may arrive which 

has been only partly processed, and the first to view the collection can be 

serendipitously rewarded by finding an unexpected gem of evidence.34 

Seeking advice from the archivist staff is essential. 

 
Methodology 

 

Plentiful primary resources pertaining to Queensland women were found in 

archives and libraries. However, little of this material has been studied and 

written into secondary historical accounts. This under-researched collection 

of primary texts, combined with the rich sources of oral history interviews, 

will provide ample material to make a significant contribution to the 

historiography of women and their political activities in Brisbane. Filling this 

gap in the historiography will raise the visibility of Queensland women in 

protest action and political activities.  

To supplement the sources already mentioned, I interviewed seventeen 

women. The research drew very directly from the women’s reminiscences. I 

decided the main opportunity and challenge of the research project was to 

make a connected and convincing narrative out of the various sources I had 

collected about Queensland women’s experience during the period I had 

chosen.  

It was suggested, by an experienced researcher, that the snowball 

technique might be a suitable methodology for finding recruits. Kath Browne 

writes that this technique can take advantage of “social networks, as channels 

for recruitment”35 although the researcher needs to be aware of the potential 

for exclusion, for example, “excluding those not within friendship groups”.36 

My research made me familiar with the way the cohort excelled in active 

networking. Many of the women interviewed knew one another, and some 

 
34 L'Eplattenier, B., & Mastrangelo, L. 2009. Working in the 

archives: Practical research methods for rhetoric and 
composition. Southern Illinois University Press, p. 79. 

35 Browne, K. (2007). Snowball sampling: using social networks 
to research non‐heterosexual women, International 
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(5), 57., 
Biernacki, P., & Waldorf, D. 1981. Snowball Sampling: 
Problems and Techniques of Chain Referral Sampling. 
Sociological Methods & Research, 10(2), 141–163.  

36 Ibid. 
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friendships were involved. For the purpose of definition, the women were 

colleagues who have remained in touch since the events studied and have 

continued to meet in social settings or in reunions. The recruits were 

interviewed individually, except for two who were interviewed together. 

These two women had worked very closely together, and their testaments 

bounced between them.  

One disadvantage to be considered in using the snowball technique is 

that the reliance on links may potentially lead to the recruitment of a group 

who have ties so close that they might adversely affect the data. Since I was 

mindful of this risk, I was able to approach informants who provided a wide 

range of experiences. These connections proved useful in linking points when 

memory failed, for example, of names and nicknames for events or people, in 

turn giving clues to use when following up for further detail.  

 

Oral History, Experience and Memory 
 

The thesis uses the methods of empiricism and thus is written from evidence 

that is acquired by observation and direct experience, rather than from theory. 

In the case of oral history, the observation is by both the interviewer and the 

interviewee. The interviewee tells the story according to their observation or 

experience. The interviewer attains the evidence, in this case, oral evidence, 

and then analyses it. In the process of analysis, the historian will try to verify 

the story by matching it to other forms of evidence, perhaps documentation, 

or even by another participant’s ratification of an event or experience. I tried 

to find some other version of events that the women told me about. If I could 

not find any contextualising or confirming data of a recollection, I was very 

cautious about using it in the historical narrative.  

In evidence gathering, oral history, the “first-hand collections of people 

interviewed by a historian”,37 has increased since the 1960s. Such history 

remains susceptible to the vagaries of memory and “[t]estimony…is often 

confused as regards specific events and sequence in which they occurred”.38 

 
37 Tosh, J., and S. Lang. 2006. The pursuit of history: aims, 

methods, and new directions in the study of modern 
history. (4th Ed.). Longman., p. 310. 

38 Ibid, 2006, p. 315. 
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The interview does “provide…us with factual information that can be verified 

and critically scrutinized [sic]”.39  

In 1977, Sherna Gluck wrote, in her article, “What’s so special about 

Women? Women’s Oral History”, that women were “refusing to be rendered 

historically voiceless any longer…[that they were] challenging the traditional 

concepts of history, of what is ‘historically important’, [and that in doing so 

they were] affirming that [their] everyday lives are history”.40 She then 

identified oral history as “a method which could create alternative sources”.41 

Gluck recognised that “by virtue of acculturation and socialization [sic] in a 

sexist society, women’s lives were and are different from most men’s [and 

that] their lives have been governed by what Gerda Lerna has called a special 

rhythm”.42 

Women’s oral history has been recognised as its own special field using 

a wide range and depth of materials. Gluck acknowledged the “rhythm of 

women’s lives”, and wrote, in 1977, that oral history is ideal for exploring 

this aspect.43 She argued that “the political base of women’s oral history [is] 

different …but also…the content is special”.44 She further remarked that there 

are also certain common threads that link all women, regardless of the 

similarity or difference of their life experiences.45 Oral history can be 

important in expanding our knowledge of women’s lives and in revising 

historiography. 

Oral history is a technique which “can serve a positive function in the 

aging process by helping to integrate past life experiences, cope with reduced 

life activity and loss of close relationships, and ultimately, prepare for 

death”.46 Gluck also claims: “It is the validation of women’s experiences; it 

is the communication among women of different generations; it is the 

 
39 Portelli, A. 2018. Living Voices: The Oral History Interview 

as Dialogue and Experience. Oral History Review, 45(2), 
245. 

40 Gluck, S. 1977. What’s so special about Women? Women’s 
Oral History. Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 
2(2), 3. 

41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid, 1977, 3. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid, 1977, 5.  
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discovery of our own roots and the development of a continuity which has 

been denied us in traditional historical accounts”.47  

Alistair Thomson and Anisa Puri recognised the importance of the 

voice, its texture, and the sound of speech in conveying meaning during an 

interview.48 In their book, Australian Lives: An Intimate History, they have 

noted that significance of changes in volume, speed of speech, and silence 

can be conveyed by being increased, slowed or hastened to explain 

excitement, emotion, a difficult, unrehearsed story, to indicate pain or 

embarrassment, or the struggle to relate an uneasy memory.49 

The use of oral sources in this thesis is comparable to the methodology 

of Dawn-Marie Gibson, in Women of the Nation: Between Black Protest and 

Sunni Islam.50 The interviews provide a central fund of primary source 

material, but they are not used to weave a chronology or narrative. The 

interviews are treated as one primary source among others.  

Cramer and Witcomb, in their 2019 article, “‘Hidden from view’?: an 

analysis of the integration of women’s history and women’s voices into 

Australia’s social history exhibitions”, told us that the  

1980s was a transformative time for feminist historians, [and] 
their work was part of the growing call for the inclusion and 
recognition of women into Australian history, in a broader global 
move to redress and validate the presence of women in a history 
that had long ignored, marginalised or dismissed them.51  
 
It was important that this research be conducted now. The interview 

participants are our most important sources. They are now in their later years, 

and may be dwelling on the memories, and considering their significance. 

These women are a precious resource, and we need to record their unique 

experiences, while we can. Speaking about their experiences allows for 

reflection and insight, as Gildea et al say,  

 
47 Ibid. 
48 Thomson, A. & Puri, A. 2017. Australian Lives: An Intimate 

History. Monash University Publishing, p.12. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Gibson, D. 2014. Women of the Nation: Between Black 

Protest and Sunni Islam, New York University Press. 
51 Cramer, L. & Witcomb. A. 2019 ‘Hidden from view’?: an 

analysis of the integration of women’s history and 
women’s voices into Australia’s social history exhibitions. 
International Journal of Heritage Studies, 25(2), 128-142.  
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Oral history gives us access to the processes through which 
former activists in the present make sense of their pasts in the 
light of new political and cultural developments that have the 
potential to reshape how they see their great moment of 
rebellion.52  
 

One woman told me that  

I had…rejected all that but in the interest of your project, because 
it is the right time in history to fill these things in and, you know, 
I’ve kind of thought…no, it is a two-way process this has allowed 
me to put a line under that time in my life, which I haven’t wanted 
to really engage with again and to do something productive out 
of that time.53 

 
She decided that, in the interests of my research, she would speak to me. She 

felt that talking about her experiences might lay her uncomfortable memories 

to rest and mean that her work would be recognised as valuable in its time. 

Later, she affirmed her thoughts about her experiences, saying, “well I didn’t 

see it as a risk and there is no way that I wouldn’t have responded, you know. 

It needed to be done and, it was done so…now that’s a sense of pride 

really…”54 Journalist, Matthew Condon, has recently written that since 2015, 

it is noticeable that in Queensland: “the state appears to be making efforts to 

atone for its corrupt past. Historic compensation claims, cold case murder 

investigations and renewed coronial inquests have all resurfaced. The 

phantoms of the 1970s are suddenly everywhere”.55 A research project that 

emphasises the importance of Queensland women protesters in the historical 

record is a worthy addition to this confrontation with the past.  

Joan W. Scott has written of experience, and how it presents as 

evidence. In her journal article, “The Evidence of Experience”, she wrote of 

“being visible,” which, she explained, is the way knowledge is gained; she 

adds that writing is “reproduction, transmission - the communication of 

knowledge gained through (visual, visceral) experience”.56 She quotes Ruth 

 
52 Gildea, R., Mark, J., & Warring, A. (Eds.). 2013. Europe's 

1968: Voices of Revolt., Oxford Scholarship Online. p. 11. 
53 P. ni Ivor. & N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, February 

27, 2017. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Condon, M. 2020. “Dorothy and the Detective”, The Weekend 

Australian, p. 26. 
56 Scott, J. 1991. The Evidence of Experience. Critical Inquiry, 

17(4), 776. 
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Roach Pierson, who said that experience “serves as a way of talking about 

what happened, of establishing difference and similarity, of claiming 

knowledge that is ‘unassailable’”.57 Scott also argues that “[e]xperience is at 

once always already an interpretation and [original emphasis]something that 

needs to be interpreted. What counts as experience is neither self-evident nor 

straightforward; it is always contested, and always therefore political”.58 This 

correlates with the women in this study, who made themselves visible, then 

followed up by self-documenting their experiences, and using them to 

develop ideas, theories, policies, and scholarly arguments. As Scott suggests, 

those interpretations could be contested and were invariably political. In this 

study, the women’s interpretations are given primacy, as informative and 

valid representations of an era of social change and conflict. 

The women’s experiences are linked to their memories. Gildea et al 

examined Europe during the 1960s and 1970s and looked at “how individual 

stories related to collective memories and wider societal narratives”.59 These 

include issues such as fascism, consumerism, bureaucracy, and capitalism as 

well as social injustice, sexism, and inequality. The ideas articulated in these 

sources are similar to those of many of the Brisbane activists, in that they 

talked of a ‘revolution’ which involved “changing the political order to 

achieve greater democracy or equality”.60  

Expanding further on memory; it is essential to historical enquiry, but 

can be highly subjective, very individual, and subject to manipulation, 

whether conscious or not. Memory can be affected by the distance of time 

from events and by the health and well-being of the interviewee and by their 

personal selectivity. Sometimes a memory can be just too painful to share, or 

it may be only hinted at, as in a situation where something not quite legal 

occurred. The suppressions and distortions of memory are informative about 

how events were perceived and how they are lodged in people’s 

consciousness. As Luisa Passerini showed, in her pathbreaking, 

 
57 Scott, J. 1991. The Evidence of Experience. Critical Inquiry, 
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interdisciplinary study, Autobiography of a Generation: Italy 1968, the lapses 

of memory are a resource in themselves.61  

There was also the issue of “collective memory”, emotion and 

reflection. Historians of this era, who study oral testimonies, often note the 

presence of meta-narratives of the 1960s, and the powerful experience of 

being part of a generation of change.62 These patterns of thought both create 

and shape our awareness of the era.  

One example is the rise of violence, and political fragmentation, in Italy 

in the 1970s. The experience of failure severed many people from the past 

and past ideals. Wendy Pojmann, who gathered oral testimonies from Italian 

women activists, noted that their “anger, remorse, or frustration seemed to 

stem from a recognition that there was a breakdown in the organizations’ [sic] 

relationship with Italian politics…”63 Gabrielle Carey, writing about 

Northern Ireland in the 1980s, described meeting a political activist: “Liam 

was part of the old guard left – one of the many involved in the student civil 

rights movement … But that was in the sixties – flower power had gone and 

the people who had fought were dispersed like dead leaves…”64  

These are extreme examples, but they follow a direction seen in 

youthful activist political circles across much of the Western world after the 

long 1960s. Historian, Arthur Marwick, has suggested that much of the era 

was dominated by protest, and that there was “fruitful protest”, which 

engaged in specific demands for rights, but also a great deal of “‘futile’ 

protest…overtly aimed at changing ‘the system’ (actually, given the complex 

way society had evolved, an impossibility)…”65 which left a residue of 

melancholy. At times, this could be seen as relevant to the protests in 

Brisbane. 

 
61 Passerini, L. 2004. Autobiography of a Generation: Italy 
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Yet in general, the evolution of political culture in Queensland went in 

the opposite direction. In the early seventies, there was discussion, by 

activists, about wanting to change the system, but as the years progressed, 

many activists recognised that action against the state government would be, 

as Marwick wrote, more fruitful than futile. Much of the women’s protests 

that followed focused on the government. When the Bjelke-Petersen 

government declined and fell between 1987 and 1989, and a process of public 

enquiries, accountability, and change began, the activists, as a generation, 

believed themselves to have been on the right side of history, and to have 

contributed to the downfall of a repressive and corrupt government. The 

situation of women in Queensland changed decisively. This meta-narrative is 

an outline visible in many memories of the era. It is one reason for the 

unanimity of my sources, and their stalwart reiteration of their past beliefs, 

which are directly linked to their current self-images. The testimonies, 

therefore, indicate how appreciations of the past are tinted by subsequent 

events.  

 

Social History 
 

We will now turn to a discussion of social history, as the years examined in 

this research correspond with the rise of social history as a new approach to 

scholarship and representations of the past. Professor Lynn Hunt wrote, in her 

2018 book, History: Why it Matters, that social history “directed attention to 

previously overlooked social categories such as workers, slaves, indigenous 

and colonized [sic] peoples, women and minorities”,66 and researchers sought 

a far wider range of primary sources “to get at the lives of ordinary people”.67  

This thesis will look at the social factors that affected women, and how 

they responded. Noted British social historian, Asa Briggs, wrote, in A Social 

History of England, that “[o]f the many kinds of history, social history was 

often thought of in the past as being more trivial than constitutional, political, 

or military history. They dealt with great events: it dealt with everyday 

things”.68 The value of social history is that the “everyday things” can 
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pinpoint a moment when a woman’s world changes, and she is drawn into 

acting differently to change the world she lives in. This happened to Merle 

Thornton when a manager at her workplace made a decision to terminate her 

employment because “the department head […] stated that the university 

couldn’t take on the responsibility of [her] staying in Canberra ‘on [her] own’ 

while her husband moved to Brisbane and found a home for the family”.69 As 

Laura Jurgens argues, the “new social historians emphasize [sic] researching 

the lives of ordinary people, actions of individuals, and social movements, 

while investigating what these elements have to say about society”.70  

This thesis, a work of social history, relies on a wide range of sources, 

both written and otherwise, to construct the historical record. All forms of 

source material are treated as being of equal importance when examined by 

the social historian, and that individual analyses the content according to their 

own background and views.71 This thesis presents a great deal of political 

content but does not use the methodology of political history. Therefore, 

ideologies, institutional party structures and legal reforms are secondary to 

the social aspects of the events and the context. Similarly, there is significant 

reference to feminist history, and to intersectionality, which considers the 

nature of social categorisations such as gender, race and class and how the 

acknowledgment and analyses of these groups can more clearly demonstrate 

differences between the women I interviewed. These approaches support the 

use of the methodology of the social history of women’s lives in Brisbane. 

This social history focuses on women’s history and experiences, and moves 

the reader from the visible, elite forces to the more scattered, ephemeral, 

private realm of life. 

With the rise of social history, Cramer and Witcomb argued that “work 

on women’s history from a feminist and labour perspective was part of a turn 

towards the experiences of the subaltern”.72 They cited Anne Summers, who 

explained in 1975, when she wrote Damned Whores and God’s Police, that  

[m]ost Australian history works are so closed, so suffocating, so 
self-assured in the preoccupation with the activities of men that 
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such questions [about women’s involvement] could not even 
occur to the reader. To read them is to be lulled into the false 
assumption that women did not even exist.73 
 

Jurgens also argues that it is essential to social history to ask about the reasons 

that it happened. Jurgens comments: “the conventional historian inquires: 

What happened? How did it happen? By comparison, the new social historian 

critically asks: Why did it happen?”.74 In her article, “From Women's History 

to Gender Relations Studies in Australia: The Decade Reviewed*”, Kay 

Saunders writes that:  

Women’s history could form an important component of social 
history in a variety of ways - its interdisciplinary sophistication, 
its emphasis upon everyday life, its conceptualisations of groups 
customarily excluded from political history. Gender as an 
historical category allows the historian to conceptualise the 
organisation of social life which is one of the premises upon 
which the new social history has been constructed.75  

 

Joan W. Scott commented that “gender is a constitutive element of social 

relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender 

is a primary way of signifying relationships of power”.76 By the 1990s, there 

was a move toward gender history, with Marilyn Lake arguing that it was 

“time that gender became a central category of all historical analysis”.77 Jill 

Julius Matthews contended that “central to feminist history is the recognition 

of gender relations as a major power dynamic within history”.78  

The work of social history in this thesis, therefore, can recognise 

women’s history as a component of the history of social life, while 

considering gender as one category that assists with the organisation of that 

social life. As discussed earlier, the search for balance in this research requires 

inquiry through an intersectional approach to reach a full analysis of the lives 

of women. As Louise Tilly argues, in her article “Gender, Women’s History, 

 
73 Ibid. 
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and Social History”, regardless of the background of the historian, today’s 

work on women’s history “has been shaped by the feminist social movement 

of the 1970s and 1980s”.79 My project will search out reasons that these 

women became involved in the social protests of this period.80  

 

Historical Scope and Setting of the Study 
 

Settling on parameters can be a difficult task since there are few instances in 

which clear lines can be drawn. It was logical for me to begin with the 

Vietnam War, since the period has been a long-term interest of mine. I then 

needed to find an end point and after further reading, the 1982 

Commonwealth Games gave a fifteen-year period, beginning in 1967 and 

continuing until 1982. The end point has been set at the Commonwealth 

Games in 1982 and was chosen because the event highlighted the ongoing 

issues faced by Aboriginal people in Queensland with Indigenous women 

playing an important role in protesting against the Commonwealth Games.  

The setting for this study of protest is Brisbane, the capital of 

Queensland, Australia’s northernmost state. In the background is the restless 

youth of the western hemisphere, agitating and protesting to a degree not seen 

before. Many of those international protests share overlapping themes with 

those taking place in Brisbane. The protests in Brisbane differ through one 

important variable, and that is the addition of a strong series of local protests 

and political action in the city.  

The first event, in January 1967, is the visit by Air Vice-Marshall Ky to 

Brisbane. I chose to begin here despite the shocking but influential Regatta 

Bar Protest by Rosalie Bogner and Merle Thornton in 1965. Much has already 

been written about that event, and rather than analyse it further, I will use it 

to provide relevant context for the events discussed in this thesis.  

 

Research questions and the value of the study 
 

This thesis is an opportunity to identify women who were involved in and 

played important roles in female activism in Brisbane. An examination of 
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these women will place them in their relevant central position in the social 

protests in Brisbane. I will ask why women became involved in social protests 

between 1967 and 1982 and will look at what factors influenced and informed 

their roles to discover to what extent the women succeeded in increasing their 

visibility and bringing change to the lives of women in the state.  

Visibility is a word with two meanings in this study. Joan W. Scott wrote 

that “[m]aking the movement visible breaks the silence about it, challenges 

prevailing notions, and opens new possibilities for everyone”.81 First, during 

the period, there were times when women felt invisible, and this has been 

clearly explained in the interviews. Debra Beattie expressed it beautifully 

when she referred to a film exhibition organised by women in Sydney, named 

Waves, and compared it with a similar exhibition, held in Brisbane, called 

Ripples.82 The second sense of visibility refers to the invisibility of women in 

the historiography about the social protests in Brisbane. Visually, women 

feature prominently in films, news stories, and documentaries of the time, yet 

in written histories, they are close to being invisible. 

Although the women sometimes felt invisible, there is no doubt that they 

understood the importance of what they were doing: that their activities were 

important, and would be valued by future historians. Therefore, they created 

and archived a massive number of primary resources, through which they built 

confidence and capacity. Through their activities and by saving and donating 

their papers to archives, they created a valuable legacy to pass on.  

Women of the Old Left, who had been politically active for many years 

may also have felt they, and their work, were invisible. They had, for a long 

time, supported their men in the Communist Party of Australia, the (ALP) or 

Trade Unions, while being accepted only in ancillary roles. These women 

worked in the structured organisations following the rules and customs of the 

Old Left. Some women looked for other opportunities and joined international 

groups, such as Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 

(WILPF), where they could assume leadership roles. Ladies of the Old Left 

included Norma Nord, Eva Bacon, Alice Hughes, Eena Job, Norma Chalmers, 

Vilma Ward, Esme Garner and Stella Nord. Young women of the Left were 

 
81 Scott, J. 1991. The Evidence of Experience, Critical Inquiry, 

17(4), p. 774. 
82 D. Beattie, Interview with the researcher, September 15, 2015. 
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likely to be members of the Eureka Youth League. Janet Chalmers, daughter 

of Norma, was a member.  

At times, though, the differences between generations led to young 

women raised in the Old Left viewing their place through a different lens. Ann 

Curthoys explains that although she was raised in a house in which her mother 

held regular UAW meetings, when she left for university, she wanted to join 

the Eureka Youth League, commenting that “the UAW faded into the 

background, seeming to me to be something belonging to my mother’s 

generation”.83 At university, these women joined other young women who had 

links to the Old Left. They also found opportunities to meet and associate with 

a new, different group of young women, who became involved in the political 

debate and actions in Brisbane.  

Networks were built and movements grew. Activists protested in causes 

they shared with other groups, and this meant that there was significant 

overlap of women’s involvement. Young women active in protesting the 

Vietnam War, or those who became Women’s Liberationists would work 

together, while, at times both groups would ally with some women of the Old 

Left, who became deeply involved in a mentoring role while continuing their 

ongoing work within the political system. 

Young women attending university, or working, from both rural and 

urban homes, were those whose lives and values were about to undergo major 

change. Interviewee, Catherine, born in 1947, explained that she was 

influenced by her parents, who were driven by education, and this opened 

opportunities for her. She felt very lucky to have won a scholarship to Lourdes 

Hill College for the final two years of high school. This led to her later living 

at Duschene College at the University of Queensland. As she explained: 

“nobody we knew had been to university”.84 Catherine joined the Newman 

Society, and this led to her participation in the Civil Liberties March in 1967. 

Lillian Holt also understood the value of education, being one of the few 

Indigenous women in Queensland to pursue a senior high school and 

university education.85  

 
83 Curthoys, B. & McDonald, A. 1996. More Than a Hat and 

Glove Brigade. Union of Australian Women, preface, para 
3. 

84 Catherine, Interview with the researcher, July 6, 2016. 
85 L. Holt, Interview with the researcher, July 13, 2017. 
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At this stage, much of the involvement of young women included 

observation, thinking, following, and learning. Social activities were limited 

while at university. Catherine explained that,  

[we] didn’t go anywhere because we weren’t able to drink, we 
were too young, we didn’t have cars, so really, we just went to uni 
[sic] and amused ourselves and sat around and probably talked a 
lot and read novels and maybe drank some very bad instant 
coffee.86  
 

Involvement in groups such as the Newman Society meant that women moved 

from being meagre in confidence, and brimming with frustration, to being 

pioneers. Their world was limited, while clues and hints as to “what might be” 

seemed to be on their horizons, and this served to exacerbate that frustration. 

At university during these years were Susan Currie, Lillian Holt, Diane Zetlin 

and Janita Laver. Laver studied part time while devoting most of her time to 

her young children. Holt found she was unsuited to university life at this stage, 

and left university to work at the ABC. Another woman, Lynda Boland, took 

a different path, worked in the city, and her path to activism came through the 

Trade Union movement. She differed in that she was a child of the Old Left. 

Becoming involved in the FOCO Club, an entertainment venue set up by 

young people for young people, meant that she found common ground with 

other young women interested in politics. Moreover, as a teenager, she 

rejected her parents’ political views, and determined to find her own way. 

Opportunities arose for both the women of the Old Left and this newer, 

younger group to work together in the late sixties, particularly against the 

Vietnam War and conscription. Vilma Ward worked with the students planning 

and running seminars and providing advice to young men about conscription 

and the workings of the court system.87 Many women worked only in 

supporting roles, since the men, rather than the women, were affected by 

conscription. Parties, attended by both women and men, were held, at which 

they spent their time socialising while completing false conscription 

 
86 Catherine, Interview with the researcher, July 6, 2016. 
87 Gaines, J. 1967. Letter attached to a programme for the 

Y.C.A.C. Forum on Conscription and Conscription 
Objection. UQFL106, Joe Harris Papers. Box 4. Fryer 
Library. University of Queensland. Brisbane, Australia. 
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registration forms that would flood the government’s mail.88 Despite their 

secondary roles, these women quickly recognised the importance of being 

visible. The Civil Liberties Campaign of 1967 arose from issues surrounding 

the Traffic Act and, women were a visible part of this event. Increased 

visibility might allow them to be seen as a serious and significant political 

cohort in the community of Brisbane.  

Around this time, Women’s Liberation arrived in Brisbane, though a 

little later than in many parts of the world. On discovering who they were as 

women and how their lives might be, the movement’s focus turned to women’s 

issues. These women, studying theories of feminism, opened the strong 

intellectual pathways through which they would invite large numbers of 

women into a more public arena in future years.  

By 1970, a worldwide women’s movement was surging, and this 

movement would have an unstoppable effect on creating new roles for women 

which would further increase their visibility. Women wanted to seek out life’s 

choices and find their own place of independence, and self-responsibility, 

within the wider world. Strong and influential female leaders developed 

during the era, leaders who were prepared to challenge the status quo. 

Interviewees Lesley Synge, Patricia ni Ivor, Nancy Peck, Anne Jones, Helen 

Hambling, Jennie Harvie and Debra Beattie all became part of the women’s 

movement in Brisbane. Carole Ferrier, a newly employed lecturer at the 

University of Queensland, arrived on campus in 1973 bringing her leadership 

skills, and potential influence on many young women.89 Women became 

involved in the Bowen Hills Freeway action, they took part in consciousness 

raising groups and they began to introduce new, radical ways for bringing 

attention to women and their issues.  

Again, the new, young women’s liberationists worked with women of 

the Old Left. Merle Thornton and Alice Hughes worked together when 

organising a seminar about Women’s Liberation. Oodgeroo Noonuccal 

(previously Kath Walker) continued her work as an Indigenous activist. Two 

women were elected as Members of the Legislative Assembly, doubling the 

 
88 Richards, A. 2018. Memoir: Demonstrating defiance into a 

new world of possibilities. Griffith Review, (62), 175. 
89 Shute, C. 2013. Carole Ferrier: Fighting the good fight for 

forty years. Agenda, 21(Sep 2013), 30-31. 



37 
 

presence of women in the House. Each year saw new university enrolments, 

and in 1975, the first students stepped onto the new campus at Griffith 

University, the second in Brisbane. 

In the final years of this study, a new wave of young women was coming 

through. These women benefitted from the campaigns of their recent 

predecessors. Significant change was taking place. Some women had more 

independence, and were drawn to new fashions, and some women experienced 

great change in their living conditions. The period saw a strong move to 

localised events. The Queensland Government cracked down on dissent 

through the Right to March legislation and this brought a significant change 

in the character of protest. There was a need for careful planning of strategy 

against the authorities due to the ongoing government actions of suppression. 

Not all left-leaning activists agreed with the tactics during the Right to March 

campaign. Some still comment today that they felt the campaign took 

unnecessary risks in engaging in violence with the police, and in provoking 

them into making many arrests. 

This period also brought an increase in visibility for the Land Rights 

movement of Indigenous people with wide-ranging media coverage of the 

Commonwealth Games and the protest activity at that time. Women involved 

in these years include Cathy Humphreys, Debra Beattie, Carol Ferrier, 

Bronwen Levy, Libby Connors, Helen Hambling, Jennie Harvie, Angela 

Jones, Cheryl Buchanan, Maureen Watson, and Lilla Watson. At times, the 

activities of these women during the social protests in Brisbane so infiltrated 

their lives that the activism became part of their lifestyle.  

 
Thesis Structure 

 

The thesis is built around a thematic framework constructed from the 

information provided by the women who were interviewed for this project.  

Chapter One will introduce women involved in political activism in 

Brisbane between 1967 and 1982. This chapter will begin with a general 

discussion of the data collected during the seventeen interviews conducted 

with women for the study. It will outline the major points made in the 

interviews and identify and arrange the thematic groupings that were 

mentioned. The themes identified by the women will provide the basis for 

this social history. The interviewed women will be introduced individually, 
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and their backgrounds and origins will be explained. Other women, who were 

not interviewed but were important in the activism and events of this study, 

will then be introduced. These women are from a range of backgrounds 

including the Old Left, students, Indigenous women, conservative women 

and politicians. The second part of the chapter will map the involvement of 

these various women on the major events, issues and themes of this period, 

allowing the women to announce the issues and explain how they were 

important to them. The thesis is organised thematically in keeping with the 

distinctive features of social history methodology. Social history 

methodology also guides the parallel collation and evaluation of various 

forms of primary source material.  

Chapter Two will examine the structured systems of Queensland 

governance. I will begin by looking at the post-war years in Australia and will 

then examine the place of women in Queensland society by outlining a broad 

social background. Gender ideologies and a range of social issues, including 

education, employment, fertility, and cultural matters, will be examined to 

determine systematic reasons for the dissatisfaction of women in the state. I 

will argue that Queensland was decidedly masculinist, and that the place of 

women could be indiscernible. Finally, the chapter will briefly look at aspects 

of the government and opposition in Queensland, before the women identify 

issues that they found so intolerable that they turned to political activism.  

Chapter Three will examine the issue of social justice and how it links 

with important protests in Queensland. It will look at what is meant by social 

justice, then discuss the social justice issues raised by the interviewed women. 

It will explore social justice through the lens of four activities that were 

unique to Brisbane: a campaign against the Traffic Act, in the form of two 

marches, The 1967 Civil Liberties March and the 1977 Right to March, the 

creation of the FOCO Club, the support and actions taken to assist the 

residents affected by the Northern (Bowen Hills) Freeway and the 

establishment of radio station 4ZZZ by the University of Queensland 

Students’ Union Media Committee (Broadcasting Committee). The chapter 

will argue that women found ways of collaborating to develop methods and 

strategies that would make society more just for all.  

Chapter Four will examine the complexity of protest between 1967 and 

1982. It will begin by examining the violence and intimidation that 
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challenged the women. The events examined will be the 1967 visit of South 

Vietnamese Prime Minister Ky where women met with police violence. The 

protest against the touring Springboks at the Tower Mill Motel in July 1971 

will be examined next and will explore how the relationship between women 

and Aboriginal people developed. Finally, we will return to the challenge 

presented by the Queensland police, who regularly used a range of methods 

to instil fear to counter the activism of the women. 

Chapter Five will examine the ways in which women, in this period of 

study, attained visibility through a focus on female sexuality. The chapter will 

look specifically at women, sexuality, and power. It will examine issues 

related to women and sexuality and will draw out the reasons that women 

became so vocal about sexuality. The chapter will identify links between 

sexuality and power and will argue that this issue became the most important, 

and most contested, issue for women in the seventies. The Women’s 

Liberation Movement arrived in Queensland and the women in it sought a 

high level of visibility. Politically active women brought a major challenge to 

Queensland society through publishing, and distributing, a highly 

controversial pamphlet about female sexuality and sexual education for which 

they received severe censure. They set up new services for women, providing 

information and support previously unavailable. A determined group of right-

wing women successfully campaigned for censorship in Queensland schools, 

surprising the left-wing activists. Despite this, radical, left-wing women 

generated significant change, in Queensland in attitudes to sexual matters. 

Chapter Six will retain the focus on sexuality and power and examine 

two campaigns in which women played active roles in seeking change to 

legislation in Queensland. The crime of rape, and the interpretation of the law 

about rape will be examined. Women raised significant concerns about 

Queensland’s legislation relating to the crime of rape and fought for change 

to attitudes to the crime, for change to social mores concerning rape, and for 

justice and support for victims. Women also fought battles over abortion, with 

strong anti-abortion and pro-life movements involved in campaigning about 

the decriminalisation of abortion.  

Chapter Seven will look at women’s education in Queensland. It will 

identify the place of women’s education in the post-war years and examine 

the significant changes in education and explain reasons for the new 
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opportunities available to women. Through an examination of secondary 

education, this chapter will study a significant 1969 protest event involving 

an active high school student. It will then examine tertiary education, the 

important influence of the University of Queensland Forum and the value of 

formal and informal education. Finally, the issue of censorship and 

curriculum changes to social studies subjects in Queensland schools will be 

examined, focusing on a challenge by a small number of determined and well 

organised right-wing women, a challenge that resulted in a major victory for 

the conservative forces. 

This thesis will bring to readers a history of the protest actions and 

political activities undertaken by women in the city of Brisbane, Queensland 

between 1967 and 1982. It will examine the women’s actions through the 

roles they took and how those roles made them visible and vocal enough to 

be seen and heard. The thesis will bring these women, often invisible at the 

time of their activism, into the central place of the history of 1960s and 1970s 

activism. The women themselves will speak through the interviews they gave 

and explain their experiences and their actions, what drove them and inspired 

them and to what they aspired. This history will add to, and centralise, the 

place of women to the extant historical narrative as well as open debate and 

opportunity for a body of historical work to be continued in the future. 
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Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 
Table 1. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1964– 1966 
 

 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1964 - 1966 

Date  Event Location Participants 
1964 November National Service Act Canberra  
1965  Save our Sons (SOS) formed Sydney, then Brisbane  
1965 March Regatta Hotel protest Coronation Drive, Brisbane Merle Thornton  

Rosalie Bogner 
1965  Call for meeting to form Equal Opportunities for Women Association 

(EOW) 
Brisbane Merle Thornton 

Alice Hughes 
1966 March Vietnam Protest Week Brisbane City 

St Lucia 
 

 29 April SOS Silent Vigil Anzac Square, Brisbane 
City 

 

 26 October SOS rally King George Square  
  US President Lyndon B Johnson visits Brisbane Brisbane Airport and 

Brisbane City 
 

  Vi Jordan is second woman elected to Queensland Parliament Ipswich  
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Table 2. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1967 – 1969 
 

 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1967 - 1970 
1967 January Visit by Air Vice-Marshall Ky and Madame Ky Brisbane  
 May Referendum held on counting Indigenous people in the census Australia  
 August Conscription Seminar Union of Australian 

Women Rooms Brisbane 
City 

 

 September Civil Liberties ‘Big March’ St Lucia to Brisbane City Catherine 
Susan Currie 

  Vietnam Protest Week participants Gail Salmon, Jane Gaines, Brian 
Laver, and Mitch Thompson jailed  

Boggo Road Jail  

1968 March FOCO Club formed  Trades Hall Di Zetlin 
Lynda Boland 

 August Joh Bjelke-Petersen elected as Premier of Queensland   
 September FOCO condemned in Federal Parliament Canberra  
1969  Labour Day March Brisbane  
 June Final FOCO held at Trades Hall Trades Hall  
 September Final FOCO held – police raid Musgrave Park  
 March Margaret Bailey expelled from all high schools in Queensland Inala, Brisbane  
  Teacher Diane Weinecke sacked Clontarf  
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Table 3. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1970 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1970 
1970 May 1st Moratorium. Stop work to stop the war Brisbane City Anne Richards 
 September 2nd Moratorium Brisbane City  
  Campaign to legalise abortion begins   
  Ray Whitrod appointed as Queensland Police Commissioner Brisbane   
  Work begins on ‘Up the Right Channels’ UQ St Lucia  
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Table 4. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1971 – 1972 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1967 - 1970 
1971 June 3rd Moratorium Brisbane City  
 July  Springbok Tour begins Australia  
  Queensland government declares State of Emergency for one month Brisbane  
  WITCH – a coven of 13 witches came into existence Wickham Terrace, Brisbane Lynda Boland 

Merle Thornton 
  Tower Mill demonstration – police bashings and students injured or 

hospitalised 
Wickham Terrace, Brisbane Lynda Boland 

Merle Thornton 
 September Women’s Liberation Movement members hand out sex pamphlet 

outside girls’ schools 
Various schools in Brisbane  

 September  Controversial advertisement printed in Tribune - mentioned in 
Queensland Parliament 

  

 October CPA/Women’s Liberation Seminar held Brisbane City  
  UQ Strike following Tower Mill demonstration St Lucia  
     
1972 March Children by Choice formed   
 March  Stock Exchange Protest   
  Women’s Electoral Lobby formed   
  Bowen Hills Freeway protests ramp up Bowen Hills Betty Hounslow 

Debra Beattie 
  Marlene Cummins joins Black Panther Party   
 September Munich Olympic Games – Israeli athletes assassinated Munich, Germany  
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Table 5. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1973 – 1974 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1973 - 1974 
1973  Commission of Inquiry into the Status of Women in Queensland Brisbane  
  University of Queensland and Flinders University establish Women’s 

Studies courses 
St Lucia and Adelaide  

  UQ Media Committee formed St Lucia Helen Hambling 
Marian Wilkinson 
Carole Ferrier 

  Women met to discuss conducting research into the needs of women 
in Brisbane and to propose the establishment of a Multi-purpose 
Women’s Centre. Formed Women’s Community Aid Association 
(Precursor to formation of Women’s House)  

Brisbane Jennie Harvie 
Nancy Peck 
Patricia ni Ivor 
 

1974  UQ Health Service opened  Relaxation Block at UQ Dr Janet Irwin 
  Vicky Kippin and Rosemary Kyburz elected to Queensland 

Parliament. 
Vi Jordan defeated 

Queensland   
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Table 6. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1975 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1975 
1975  United Nations International Year of Women International  
  Campaign for Nuclear Power formed   
  Women’s Health Conference  Brisbane  
  Hecate Journal founded UQ St Lucia Carole Ferrier 
  Dr Angel Rendle-Short tells Courier Mail reporter that high school 

books read by her daughter Francesca world turn her into a 
‘permissive rebel’ 

Brisbane  

  Application for radio licence (4ZZZ) submitted 
Students begin building studio 

St Lucia  

 November Whitlam government dismissed Canberra  
 November Labor Party rally (following the Dismissal) Brisbane  
 December 4ZZZ first broadcast St Lucia  
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Table 7. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1976 
 

 
 
 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1976 
1976 July King George Square rally. 700 police, 31 people arrested including a 

mother and a child. Police claimed that children and pregnant women 
would be put in the front lines 

Brisbane City  

 July  Rosemarie Severin bashed by police wielding a baton. Brisbane City  
 August Cedar Bay police raid 

Story broken by 4ZZZ 
Daintree, Queensland  

 September Rosemary Kyburz speech in Parliament about Section 347 of the 
Criminal Code – rape in marriage, personal freedoms, civil liberties, 
demonstrators 

Queensland Parliament 
House 

 

 October Government criticised about Civil Liberties – open letter   
 10 October Day of Prayer and Concern – Action for World Development   
 November Police Commissioner Ray Whitrod resigned Brisbane  
 November  Terry Lewis appointed as Police Commissioner – number of 

policewomen reduced to almost half the national average 
Brisbane  

  MACOS (Man: A Course of Study) and SEMP banned from Qld 
schools – concerted campaign by Rona Joyner, close ally of Joh 
Bjelke Petersen 

Brisbane  
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Table 8. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1977 - 78 
 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1977 - 1978 
1977 January 4ZZZ desperately looking for a woman for one of the twelve paid 

positions at the station 
St Lucia  

 29 May Lucas Report released – Commission of Inquiry into the Enforcement 
of Criminal Law in Queensland 

Brisbane  

  Cane Toad Times magazine published (1st iteration) Brisbane  
  Street March announcement – banned, permits will not be issued Brisbane  
 15 September Rosemary Kyburz introduced Bill on sexual offences into Parliament 

– lively debate 
Queensland Parliament 
House 

 

 23 September Right to March 33 arrested Brisbane City  
 12 October Right to March 8 arrested Brisbane City  
 22 October Right to March 418 arrested Brisbane City  
 11 November Right to March 172 arrested Brisbane City  
 12 November Queensland State Election   
 3 December Right to March 197 arrests Brisbane City  
 9 December 13 academics, unionists, churchmen – Open Letter to Government on 

“continual denial of civil liberties” 
  

1978  Maris Element - Letter sent requesting funds for bail   
  MACOS and SEMP – Cabinet decision to discontinue use in Qld 

schools and ban 
Brisbane  

  Song Taskforce (Undercover Cops) recorded. Written by Marty Burke   
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Table 9. Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1979 - 1982 
 

 

Social and Political Protest Events in Brisbane 1979 - 1982 
1979  Women Who Want to be Women established in Melbourne   
  Griffith University – Professor Hiram Caton  Nathan, Brisbane  
  Greenslopes Clinic raided Greenslopes  
  Bellevue Hotel demolished in middle of the night Brisbane City  
1980  Anne Warner (ALP) elected as Member for South Brisbane   
  Anti-abortion Bill tabled in Queensland Parliament as a Private 

Members Bill 
 
Outcome – No vote wins 

Queensland Parliament 
House 

Beryl Holmes 
Susan Davies 
Janet Irwin 

1981 May Letters regarding the misuse of the Bail Act – refers to Carole Ferrier 
and written by lawyer Terry O’Gorman 

Carole Ferrier  

  Semper Floreat article written by Anna Bligh about sexual 
harassment – acted upon by Dr Janet Irwin 

  

1982  Land Rights Marches   
 September  

October 
Commonwealth Games held in Brisbane   

 September Rock Against Racism concert held in Brisbane   
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Chapter One Women Activists in Brisbane 
 

I am woman, hear me roar 
In numbers too big to ignore 
 Helen Reddy and Ray Burton. I am Woman, 1971. 

 
This thesis aims to expand the historical knowledge of the roles and 

visibility of women who were active politically in 1960s and 70s Brisbane. 

As discussed in the introduction, a limited amount of secondary literature 

exists; it is one of the aims of this thesis to address this scarcity. This chapter 

will present a general discussion of the outcomes of the interviews conducted 

for this project. Introductions to the cohort of women interviewed will explain 

their backgrounds, and their origins and present a brief summary of their 

experiences. The narrative will then outline the major issues and themes 

identified by the interviewees, which will build a picture of the involvement 

of the women. Entwined with the information gleaned from the interviewed 

women will be information on other important women in political activism. 

How this disparate group of women came to their activist roles, and to their 

involvement in various movements will be mapped to demonstrate how and 

why this change took place. The themes, identified by the interviewees as 

being important, will provide the basis for the chapters of this social history.  

 

General discussion of the Outcomes of the Interviews 
 

For this research project, seventeen women and one man were interviewed 

(See Appendix 1 or Figure 1). These women represented different periods 

within the fifteen-year timespan covered by the project. The experience of 

each woman is unique, and the group covers a wide range of interests. The 

women are located on the political Left rather than the Right. The women 

were mapped on a spreadsheet to indicate the dates of their involvement. It 

was necessary to ensure that the whole fifteen-year period was covered, and 

a range of experiences was encompassed, including of those who were 

variously at university, in the Left, affiliated with the Trade Unions and those 

who opposed the Leftist political activity.  
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Figure 1. Years women were involved in political activity in 
Brisbane 

 

Some gaps in the cohort were identified. I was unable to secure any 

volunteers who had been active in Old Left Groups such as Union of 

Australian Women, Save our Sons, and WILPF. The main reason is age 

(many of these women have now passed away). I did approach one woman, 

but she declined to take part and, although disappointing, this decision had to 

be respected. However, this was a great shame because she was a member of 

the three groups – UAW, SOS and Women Who Want to be Women - was a 

Labor Party (ALP) stalwart and managed to find herself on both the left-wing 

side in the early years and in the later years of this study was considered, by 

some of the younger, more radical people interviewed, to be conservative! 

Another noticeable gap is that of Indigenous women. I was only able to 

interview one Indigenous woman. I am grateful to this one woman, who 

approached me and was keen to be involved, but I believe that there is a lot 

more work to be done in that area since there were very active Indigenous 

people working to change the many issues that affected them. Moreover, a 

study of Indigenous activism in Queensland is more than worthy of its own 

research study. 

Due to the cohort involved in this period, this study may seem primarily 

Anglocentric, white and middle class, but it was this cohort that was primarily 

active. I was surprised that none of the women interviewed were migrants and 

only one mentioned being a child of a migrant. Some of those interviewed 

mentioned that, until they were politically active, to their “shame” and 

1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982
Lesley Synge
Lynda Boland

Catherine

Anne Jones
Cathy Humphreys
Debra Beattie
Carole Ferrier
Lillian Holt

Helen Hambling
John Stanwell
Libby Connors

Janita Laver
Susan Currie

Jennie Harvie
Angela Jones

Bronwen Levy

Patricia ni Ivor 
Nancy Peck
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“embarrassment”, they had limited knowledge of Indigenous issues. This was 

not unusual in Queensland society since, in the 1960s, most Aboriginal people 

were still living under strict confinement on missions and communities such 

as Cherbourg and Woorabinda.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Origin of Women 
Interviewed 

 

Seven women came from rural backgrounds and ten grew up in the 

metropolitan area. This tally reflects the rural young people who needed to 

live away from home to attend university. Most were from highly 

conservative rural backgrounds and families who were deeply devoted “Joh 

followers”. Living away from home, and greater independence led to new 

ideas and opportunities. 

Sixty one percent of the women mentioned their religious background. 

Of that sixty one percent, forty four percent nominated as Catholic and 

seventeen as Protestant. Factors describing their Catholic backgrounds 

included being raised as Church-going and/or Catholic school educated. One 

woman joined a convent in early life but could not take her vows, another was 

determined to become a nun and work for social justice, four referred to being 

members of, or influenced by, the Newman Society at UQ, one mentioned 

Vatican II and disappointment at the recommendations. Another woman cited 

the influence of the libertarian theology that came out of South America.  

 
Figure 3. Religious Identity 
of Women Interviewed 
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When asked about their early background, their values, and their 

attitudes prior to their involvement, all the women mentioned women’s issues 

as important to them. Half of those interviewed cited an interest in social 

justice and said that led directly to their involvement in activism.  

Women named opportunities they felt were important to them. These 

included the chance to go to university, to be part of the UQ Forum, to join 

the Newman Society, and to take part in the 1967 Civil Liberties march. They 

identified issues specific to Brisbane, including the Right to March campaign, 

the FOCO Club, radio station 4ZZZ, and the Bowen Hills freeway campaign.  

Key events mentioned by the women were: the Vietnam War and 

Conscription; 1967 Civil Liberties Campaign; 1970 + Women’s Movement; 

Aboriginal Land Rights; the Springbok Tour of 1971; the Bowen Hills 

Freeway movement; the establishment of 4ZZZ; the 1977 campaign against 

the sale of uranium; the Right to March campaign and the Commonwealth 

Games protests in 1982. 

 

Figure 4. Issues of concern and interest identified by the women 
interviewed 

 

Women interviewed for this research study 
 

The women interviewed were born between 1940 and 1961. 

Nancy Peck was born in 1940 and as a young woman, when faced with 

marriage, she chose to run away to join a convent in Hobart. She left the 

convent and returned to Queensland, where she became a policewoman. She 

was the first female Dux of the Queensland Police Force. She worked in the 

Juvenile Aid Bureau (JAB) where she became aware of the plight of young 
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girls and women, their powerlessness in Queensland society, and the lack of 

services and systems to support them. Peck left the police force in the early 

1970s. Her experiences saw her become involved in Children by Choice and 

then Women’s House; she joined the radical group of women who founded 

it. She reports that in 1977, she was named in Queensland Parliament and was 

also advised that she “would never be employed in Queensland…my papers 

were marked”.1 This led to life exile from Queensland. Peck retained her 

strong interests in women’s health issues and continued her career and 

activism in Victoria. She became a member of the Queensland Solidarity 

Group, a group of ex-Queenslanders who supported those activist colleagues 

who remained in the state, in their ongoing work. 

Lillian Holt is the only Indigenous woman that I was able to interview 

for this project. Holt was born in 1945 at Cherbourg, in the South Burnett 

area, and lived on the mission until she finished High School. When she was 

seventeen years old, she found a job at the ABC in Brisbane. She became the 

first Aboriginal person employed there and worked there for four years. She 

then finished her schooling and entered the University of Queensland, where 

she planned to study social work. Holt was involved in the 1967 referendum 

campaign to have Aboriginal people counted in the Australian census. She 

participated in the protests against the Vietnam War and became one of the 

women interested in the Black Power movement. On reflection, Holt stated 

that she believed that protest and activism have been an inherent part of her 

life, much of which she spent searching for where she belonged.2  

Patricia ni Ivor grew up near Warwick, attended the local Catholic 

school and reported an early interest in social justice. Later, she attended the 

University of Queensland. She spent several years in Europe, where she 

became deeply immersed in the Left and the emerging Women’s Movement. 

Her experiences saw her identify closely with structural inequities, and 

therefore, she became involved with Women’s House to work toward 

improving structural and systematic issues for women. She states that the 

women involved understood the complexities this work entailed and “were 

 
1 P. ni Ivor & N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, February 

27, 2017. 
2 L. Holt, Interview with the researcher, August 7, 2017. 
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pretty on purpose”.3 After she was named in the Queensland State Parliament, 

she also went into exile in Melbourne, as she was unable to find employment 

in Queensland.  

In 1967, Janita Laver was twenty-two, married to Brian, and had two 

young daughters. They were one of the married couples involved in activism 

from 1967 as the protests against the Vietnam War and conscription began. 

Brian was a noted public speaker. He was the first speaker at the UQ Forum 

and became influential in the Forum and in left-wing activism. Laver attended 

university part-time, but her children were her priority. She admits to a very 

emotional response to the television images of the Vietnam War, probably 

due to having small children at the time. Laver is a writer and was involved 

in pamphlet and magazine writing and preparing various leaflets for the 

Vietnam Action Committee. She was also involved in setting up the Self-

Management Group and the Libertarian Socialist Organisation. Together with 

her husband, and their two older daughters, Laver visited Prague at the time 

of the Russian invasion to end the Prague Spring.4  

Carole Ferrier was born in England in 1946 and grew up in a military 

family. The family was transferred regularly, and Ferrier lived in many 

different countries. She married and moved to New Zealand where she 

continued her education, completing her BA Honours and then her doctorate 

at the University of Auckland. She moved to Brisbane in 1973 to take a 

position as a lecturer at the University of Queensland. She is now a Professor 

of Literature and Women’s Studies. Ferrier quickly became involved in 

radical activity in Brisbane and assumed a leadership role, speaking at the UQ 

Forum, at rallies and demonstrations. She became an inspiration to many of 

the young women who attended the university. In 1975, Ferrier was the 

founding editor of one of the first international second-wave feminist 

journals, Hecate: A Women’s Interdisciplinary Journal, and continues as an 

educator and editor to this day.5 

Catherine (pseudonym) was born in Toowoomba in 1947 to Catholic 

parents, who, she reports, were “driven by education”. She attended Lourdes 

Hill College on a scholarship and then attended the University of Queensland, 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 J. Laver, Interview with the researcher, 20 April, 2016. 
5 C. Ferrier, Interview with the researcher, October 2, 2015. 
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having won another scholarship to Duchesne College. She studied teaching 

and worked as a teacher in Queensland, the UK, and Cyprus. While at 

university, she joined the Newman Society, which she says was “very active 

in terms of social change”6 and was encouraged to question things. She 

became involved in the 1967 Civil Liberties March. She was also involved in 

protest against the importation of Canadian and American teachers into 

Queensland schools. Catherine always had an interest in politics, and, in the 

late eighties, she ran successfully for a seat in the federal Parliament. After 

leaving politics, Catherine returned to teaching, this time as a lecturer in 

Government/Business Relations and in 2008 was awarded her PhD for work 

on women’s participation in Australian politics. 

Susan Currie was born in 1947. She was one of the first women to study 

law at the University of Queensland. She took part in protests against the 

Vietnam War, and was a participant in the Civil Liberties March, held in 

September 1967. She grew up aware of social justice issues, not least because 

her father was a trade union lawyer who had a strong interest in social justice. 

He acted as a lawyer during strikes and represented boat people. Currie was 

later involved in the formation of the Women Lawyers Association of 

Queensland. Her involvement in left-wing activism was somewhat stifled, 

due to personal circumstances. Later in life, she continued her postgraduate 

education. In 2016, Currie completed her PhD with her biography of Dr Janet 

Irwin, who set up the University of Queensland Medical Service.7  

Lynda Boland was born in 1949, raised in Brisbane as a Catholic and 

attended a Catholic primary school. Her father was a Communist Party 

member, and Boland feels that she was influenced by her father’s 

contemporaries, although she says that she was a rebel when in her early teens 

and quite anti-Communist in opposition to her parents. Later she was 

encouraged by Ted Bacon (husband of Eva) to join the Communist Party. 

Boland left school to work and did not attend university until later in life. She 

became involved in left-wing activism when she began attending FOCO in 

1968. Boland was a pioneer of the Women’s Liberation movement in 

 
6 Catherine, Interview with the researcher, July 6, 2016. 
7 S. Currie, Interview with the researcher, April 22, 2016. 
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Brisbane and stayed involved until she moved to Sydney in 1971. She has 

remained active in unionism all her life.8 

Jennie Harvie was born in 1951, grew up at Proston, in the South 

Burnett region in Queensland, in a strongly Methodist household. She 

attended the University of Queensland and remained a determined Christian, 

becoming involved in the Revitalisation of Christianity group. From a very 

conservative background, she joined in left-wing activities after a debate 

about support for the killing in the Vietnam War. This incident led her to 

question her ideas and to begin researching alternative views. She reports 

moving from being a “full blown Christian to being a Christian Pacifist to 

being convinced about Marxism…she became an Anarchist, and finally a 

women’s liberationist”.9 She found herself involved in Aboriginal activism, 

the Springbok protests, and radical women’s liberation. Harvie then became 

involved in the Women’s Community Aid Association and in setting up 

Women’s House where she worked to provide support to those women who 

reached out. Harvie has remained an activist all her life, taking part in local 

protests against a dam proposed for the area in which she lives.10  

Lesley Synge was born in 1953 in Gladstone and moved to Brisbane 

while in High School. Both her parents were teachers and Synge herself 

became a teacher. When she enrolled at the University of Queensland, she 

initially resisted involvement in protest or movements. She was aware of 

them but found them male-dominated and she had a “lingering 

impression…of very angry young men shouting abuse at people who sort of 

walked by and didn’t stop and listen and weren’t involved in the passions of 

the day”.11 She found herself being drawn gradually to the issues which she 

saw as being about justice. She says that the Vietnam War initially radicalised 

her and her sense of alienation brought her to join the Communist Party and 

become involved in political activism on campus, and then in London, before 

returning to Brisbane. She was deeply influenced by travelling and 

experiencing different cultures, returning to find that “Australia was a very 

strange country”.12 She despaired at the cruelty, authoritarianism, and 

 
8 L. Boland, Interview with the researcher, July 11, 2016. 
9 J. Harvie, Interview with the researcher, August 12, 2016. 
10 J. Harvie, Interview with the researcher, August 12, 2016. 
11 L. Synge, Interview with the researcher, October 24, 2015. 
12 Ibid.  
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humiliation that she saw in the schools in Queensland. When she returned to 

Brisbane, she found herself in a city where street marches were banned, and 

she became involved in the Right to March campaign of 1977.13 Synge 

developed and has maintained a strong interest in radical education.  

Cathy Humphreys reports that her parents were “small ‘l’ liberals”. She 

was born in 1954, attended the University of Queensland from 1972 and 

studied social work. She was concerned about social justice issues and 

became involved in the Women’s Liberation Movement, which she said, 

“spoke to us with great power and resonance”.14 Her interests narrowed as 

she saw a link between the injustice of domestic violence and gender 

inequality. She began to understand the importance of being part of a group 

and the need to broaden the group’s methods of activity. This included 

advocacy, as well as street protest, the establishment of a refuge for women 

and children, and support for women when restrictions were placed on the 

single parent benefit. Humphreys said that while at university she benefited 

from a reading group, called Inside Welfare, and rates it as a “transformative 

experience”.15 While she commented that “nothing gets changed by just 

social protest”,16 Humphreys agreed that protests “kept and shone a light in 

particular areas”17 and that she learned formative lessons on the complexities 

involved in attempting to bring about social change. Humphreys has built her 

in the UK and Melbourne as a research professor specialising in research in 

domestic violence, child abuse and also out of home care.18 

Debra Beattie (born ca. 1954), grew up in the Gayndah area, and was 

educated in the Catholic school system, which was run by nuns. She gives 

these teachers credit for imbuing their students with a strong sense of social 

justice. From 1969, in her final year of high school, Beattie developed a 

growing interest in world events and the changes that were taking place. She 

began reading newspapers cover to cover, looking for more information. In 

her final year of high school, the school was visited by a young nun, Betty 

Hounslow, who spoke articulately on social justice. At this moment, Beattie 

 
13 L. Synge, Interview with the researcher, October 24, 2015. 
14 C. Humphreys, Interview with the researcher, April 24, 2017. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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determined that she would follow Hounslow into the convent and work there 

for social justice. Then she was accepted into the University of Queensland, 

and everything changed. Beattie joined the first year English Literature class 

whose lecturer was Dan O’Neill, who hailed from the same country district 

where she had grown up.19 She reports the importance of the influence of the 

lunchtime UQ Forum, in which she was inspired by educators and speakers, 

including Dan O’Neill, Carole Ferrier and Denis Walker. She reconnected 

with Betty Hounslow and became involved in the Bowen Hills freeway 

protests and says, “I used to drive [the protesters] out to the demonstrations 

so that really cemented my actions”.20 

Anne Jones was born in 1955, daughter of a pharmacist and “stay at 

home” mother and grew up in Wynnum. She attended Manly State School 

and then Somerville House. She was encouraged by her Year Nine history 

teacher to “read the newspapers every day because what you are reading in 

the newspapers will the next day be history”21 and she began buying The 

Australian during her train ride to school. This was 1968, and she read 

voraciously about the student protests in Paris and took an avid interest in the 

Vietnam War and protests. She cites this as an important part of her education 

and in forming her views. At this time, she was attending church with her 

parents in the lead-up to the 1969 national election. She explains her outrage 

at the misguided use of power when the Minister of her congregation advised 

his flock to vote Liberal. Encouraged by teachers and fascinated by the world 

events of the time, she and her friends gravitated toward left-wing politics, 

spending their lunchtime discussing political issues. Anne Jones enrolled at 

the University of Queensland where her circle of politically interested friends 

grew much wider.22 Her political activities led her to become involved in 

publishing and it was through these activist groups she learnt the skills she 

would take into her publishing career. 

Bronwen Levy is the only woman interviewed who elected to move to 

Brisbane in the years this study examines. Levy was born in 1955 and became 

 
19 D. Beattie, Interview with the , September 23, 2015. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Anne Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 30, 

2015. 
22 Anne Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 30, 

2015. 
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involved in left-wing protest while a high school student in Canberra. She 

attended Australian National University then moved to Melbourne, where she 

found employment as a public servant. In 1981, Levy moved to Brisbane to 

begin her PhD in feminist literature at the University of Queensland and to be 

supervised by a specialist feminist critic in Carole Ferrier.23 

Helen Hambling was raised in Moorooka in Brisbane and attended the 

University of Queensland. She quickly became involved in left-wing student 

activism, joining the University of Queensland Students’ Union Media 

Committee (Broadcasting Committee), which lobbied for the setting up of the 

radio station, 4ZZZ. Hambling’s political activism centred on the station. She 

was involved in lobbying for the station, establishing it and then working as 

an announcer. Involvement in 4ZZZ was, itself, a political action. Those who 

worked there were intent on providing, through the medium of radio, a 

progressive voice to women, to Aboriginal people, and to gay and lesbian 

people. Hambling was a presenter on the feminist program but was very 

conscious of arguing for a broadening of the content rather than a 

segmentation into particular interest programs. Hambling later went into self-

exile in Melbourne24.  

Libby Connors, born in 1960, belongs to the later period of activism, 

and her engagement with politics began while she was at school. She was 

strongly influenced by the Catholic Church and her education in that system. 

She attended Catholic retreats and became involved in the work done by a 

priest named Wally Detlefs, who was an interesting participant in alternative 

politics in Brisbane. She learned about the abuses, homelessness, and 

detention to which young women were subjected. She was also educated 

about issues facing Indigenous people, and about violence on the frontier, and 

its hidden history. On leaving school and beginning university, Connors 

joined the Christian Left and moved into an intentional community in South 

Brisbane. She decided to work and continue university part-time but was 

careful to keep her work life and her activism separate. In one important 

aspect, Connors differed from many of the radical women in that that she did 

 
23 B. Levy, Interview with the researcher, October 9, 2015. 
24 H. Hambling, Interview with the researcher, October 16, 

2015. 
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not support abortion rights. Connors has remained active her whole life, 

especially in the Environmental movement.25  

Angela Jones, born in 1961, attended the newly opened Griffith 

University from 1977. She says that she had always been interested in politics 

and quickly became involved in the anti-nuclear protests which were the 

catalyst for the Queensland government’s street march ban. She then became 

involved in the Right to March movement. She took an alternative route, 

avoiding the “Valley of Death” police confrontations, and taking an 

individualist anarchist and non-violent approach. With her committed 

Christian contemporaries, she took part in small, individual acts of protest. 

Together with her choice to live in an intentional community, this led to 

numerous arrests and police raids.26 Together with Libby Connors, Angela 

Jones did not support the abortion rights campaign. This stance differed from 

many radical women during this period. Angela continued to be a long-term 

activist and said that she had “spent basically [her] entire twenties…doing 

good and protesting…I just kept going”.27 It was only later that she realised 

that it “was a decade worth of earning that I wasn’t doing”,28 and understood 

the impact it has had on her financially.  

This final biographical account of the women I interviewed has started 

to paint a vivid picture of women’s activism and its inspirations and contexts. 

Yet, this is only a beginning and there are other women we should meet. 

 

Women of the Old Left 
 

In this section, I will introduce other women involved in activism in this 

period. These women belonged to the Old Left, and many were involved in 

left-wing activism for a long period of time. Left-wing activism began to 

change rapidly in the 1960s. Eva Bacon had been a leftist activist since her 

youth in Nazi Austria. On migrating to Australia, she continued her political 

activities in the Communist Party, the Union of Australian Women, and the 

 
25 L. Connors, Interview with the researcher, October 1, 2016. 
26 Angela Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 28, 

2016. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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Queensland Peace Movement.29 She devoted her life to fighting injustice; to 

improving the status of women in society; to the struggle for peace; to 

improving living conditions and to the needs of children.30 Bacon’s daughter 

Barbara, a talented folk singer, also became involved in activism, playing 

music at FOCO during the period of this study.  

Jan Ryall made a study, for her Masters Exegesis, of her mother, Norma 

Nord, who was a Communist Party member involved, between 1936 and the 

1990s, in the New Theatre, the Peace movement, UAW, and the Women’s 

Creative Arts Centre.31 This wide experience was the basis for an article in 

The Queensland Journal of Labour History, in September 2016, where Ryall 

described her mother and her friends as “part of a vanguard community of 

leftwing [sic] warriors for multi-faceted reform…”.32 Ryall explains that she 

“grew up immersed in opportunity and choice and surrounded by powerful 

female role models”.33 Nord endured an unsettled childhood before joining 

her father in his blended family in Brisbane. She became involved in the New 

Theatre and later joined the Communist Party, which was a “significant 

cultural force”34 in 1936. Ryall quotes the Newcastle AMIEU’s website, 

which stated that during the World War II, women “entered the workforce in 

large numbers [and] earned wages close to male rates…sometimes 

receiv[ing] 90% of male rates”.35 Nord worked in the Peace movement, 

preparing newsletters, joined committees supporting the men and their Union, 

and tutored Marxist theory. She joined the UAW although she was not very 

active, since she “believed she could work in a more political direction that 

would strengthen the UAW and the Women’s Movement”. She found it 

difficult to gain representation on the platform with men during stop work 

meetings and other occasions but found that “…[n]o other woman would 

speak but myself”.36 

 
29 Healy, C. 2009. Eva's Story. The Queensland Journal of 

Labour History, March(8), 9.  
30 Ibid.  
31 Ryall, J. 2016. Just Scratching the Surface: A Snapshot of 

Norma Nord. The Queensland Journal of Labour History, 
September(23), 25-32. 

32 Ibid, 2016, 25.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid,2016, 26. 
35 Ibid, 2016, 28. 
36 Ibid, 2016, 29. 
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In 1977, Norma Nord of the Old Left was featured in an article in the 

student magazine, Gamut, about her role in the Women’s Creative Arts 

Centre. The Centre received an International Women’s Year grant in 1975 

and was established in Norman Park in Brisbane. Nord advised in an 

interview that the Centre catered for more women than expected, and that 

they were short of money, unable to pay the rent and costs for paper and ink. 

There were sixty women who were regular users of the centre and were 

involved in fund raising. She said that the “centre will be applying to the State 

Government for funding, and they hope to receive a small amount”.37 She 

also stated that the State Government “probably think we’re too radical to 

fund”,38 demonstrating a problem faced consistently by women activists on 

the Left in Queensland. She described the Centre as a “multi-purpose centre 

and a liberation centre”39 and encouraged lonely women to attend social 

activities in order to “relieve the boredom and depression of suburban women 

and to provide understanding and support for them”.40  

Norma Chalmers was a very well-known left-wing activist in 

Queensland. She was secretary of the Queensland Peace Committee for many 

years, a member of Save our Sons and the UAW. She was involved in many 

aspects of protest, including planning and organising of the August 1968 

Conference to End the War in Vietnam and the National Anti-War 

Conference 1971. She acted as spokesperson for the Liaison Committee to 

End the War in Vietnam, which represented twenty-five organisations in 

Queensland, and she was a delegate to several conferences outside 

Queensland. Chalmers was also a writer of leaflets and other documents. She 

was talented as an artist, designing protest posters for advertising. She also 

designed her own homes. Her daughter, Janet Chalmers Hayes, grew up in a 

left-wing home. As a teenager, she was a member of the Eureka Youth 

League, and during this time, she was involved in many protests in Brisbane.  

Vilma Ward was another very active member of the Left. She was a 

member of Save our Sons, and the UAW. She was a consumer advocate, 

involved, for many years, with the Campaign Against Rising Prices. Later, 

 
37 Rouse, R. 1977. Women’s Creative Arts Centre, Gamut. 14. 
38 Ibid.  
39 Ibid. 
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she became outspoken about the Rape Crisis Centre that opened in Brisbane 

and this caused some tension with radical Left members. 

In 1972, Esme Garner, a member of the Self-Management Group, was 

employed by the Red and Black Bookshop. During a 1972 police raid of the 

book shop, Garner was arrested.41 Garner was a long-term Leftist member of 

the Communist Party, the Union of Australian Women, and Save our Sons. 

Another important member of the Old Left was Stella Nord. Stella was 

one woman who chose to work and as such, her activism was closely 

connected with her job. She worked as a meat worker and was a union 

member of the Central Committee, yet she rarely attended meetings. She was 

highly influential in her union role, “where she saw the power of raising the 

consciousness of the women on the factory floor. She encouraged them to get 

involved with the union and take on the men. They shifted the paradigm”.42 

Eena Job, the mother of interviewee Janita Laver, was a member of the 

Old Left, involved in WILPF, UAW, and later Children by Choice. Laver 

reports that her mother worked as a screenwriter, and later at the University 

of Queensland. Janita Laver considered her mother an internationalist and 

reported that Job became radicalised during the period of the Vietnam War. 

Job was also the author of several books on ageing. 

 

School girl Activism 
 

In 1969, high school student, Margaret Bailey, was a key figure in Students 

in Dissent. Bailey, a student at Inala State High School, was suspended for 

“‘undermining the authority’ of teacher, Mrs Rocket, after seeing a year 8 

student being reprimanded with regard to the length of her uniform”.43 Later, 

she was expelled from all state high schools in Queensland.44 As explained 

by Isabelle Barrett Meyering in her 2019 article, “The Margaret Bailey case: 

 
41 Briedis, T. 2010. ‘A map of the world that includes Utopia’: 

The Self-Management Group and the Brisbane 
Libertarians. [Honours Thesis, University of Sydney], p. 
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42 Ryall, 2016, p. 30. 
43 M. Bailey, Email to the researcher, September 30, 2019.  
44 Barrett Meyering, I. 2019, The Margaret Bailey case: High 

school activism, the right to education and modern 
citizenship in late 1960s Australia, History of Education 
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High school activism, the right to education and modern citizenship in late 

1960s Australia”, Bailey was strongly supported by students and staff at the 

university who set up the Margaret Bailey Aid Committee to assist her in her 

campaign against the Education Department. Later, members of the 

Committee tutored her so that she could complete high school, and further 

her education despite her expulsion. She was also supported by the 

Communist Party and the “wonderful women in the Union of Australian 

Women”.45  

 

Indigenous Women 
 

Oodgeroo Noonuccal was a Noonuccal woman of the Minjerribah land and 

Quandamooka Islands.46 In 1988, Noonuccal changed her name from Kath 

Walker. Noonuccal was thirteen when she moved into the white world of 

domestic service in Brisbane. During World War II, she joined the Women’s 

Army. She said that she “was political by genes as well as upbringing”.47 Her 

first anthology of poems was published in 1964. Unique as an Indigenous 

female poet, Noonuccal immediately became a public figure. While responses 

to her work varied, she was the winner of several literary awards. She became 

involved in the campaign for the 1967 referendum and was an untiring activist 

against racism and discrimination against Indigenous people.  

We want hope, not racialism,  
Brotherhood, not ostracism, 
Black advance, not white ascendance; 
Make us equals, not dependants...48 

Often, she found herself living between two conflicting worlds.  

A young Marcia Langton was interviewed for Our Women, the UAW’s 

Queensland magazine in 1970.49 She took an early stand on land rights, the 

issue of mining and removal of Aboriginal people from the land, and 
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discrimination. In 1970, Langton staked her claim for mining rights in 

Queen’s Park, George Street, in Brisbane city and was removed by police.50 

She also expressed her concerns about the education of Aboriginal children, 

which was still controlled by the Aboriginal Affairs Department rather than 

the Education Department. She argued that the Queensland Education system 

was antagonistic toward Aboriginal children and served to limit their 

education and opportunities.51 Langton is now a Professor at the University 

of Melbourne and remains active in supporting Indigenous people against 

discrimination. 

Marlene Cummins was another Indigenous woman who was involved 

in activism in the early 1970s.52 She originated in Cunnamulla in south 

western Queensland. When she left home, her life brought the horror of rape, 

assault and false arrest, intimidation, and racist comments from police. She 

fled Queensland. Later, back in Brisbane again, she was the first woman to 

join the Black Panther Party.  

Maureen Watson, and her sister Lilla, became involved as Indigenous 

activists in the early 1970s. They became part of the fledgling Aboriginal 

rights movement and enrolled at the University of Queensland. Maureen, a 

talented performer and storyteller, “showed her strong sense of justice by 

confronting bullies, discrimination and injustice wherever she saw it”.53  

Her sister, Lilla, was a visual artist, academic and activist. She worked 

at the University of Queensland, lecturing in Aboriginal Welfare Studies54 in 

the Social Work Department, and later developed inter-disciplinary courses 

on Aboriginal perspectives. She developed her visual art skills, becoming a 

well-known creator of artworks which can be seen at the State Library of 

Queensland, Roma Street Parkland, and the new Brisbane Magistrates Court. 

An Indigenous leader and inspiring speaker, Cheryl Buchanan was 

highly visible during the Commonwealth Games protests. She is an 

Indigenous activist, writer and publisher who worked as the race relations 
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field director for the Australian Union of Students and spent several months 

visiting communities in the Northern Territory and Western Australia, 

encouraging their struggle for land rights. She is a Director of the Murrie Coo-

ee publishing company.55 

 

Conservative Women Activists 
 

Dr Angel Rendle-Short, a general practitioner, mother of six, devoted 

Christian and conservative, began her campaign on the censorship of books 

by the Education Department. She and fellow conservatives were opposed to 

the teaching of evolution: “their main targets were ‘moral’, in the narrow 

sense of that word: profanity, pornography, homosexuality, sex education and 

situational ethics. To them, pornography included even passing references in 

novels or textbooks to matters such as masturbation or menstruation”.56  

One of Rendle-Short’s most negative actions was the way she involved 

her daughter Francesca. As an adult, Francesca wrote a partly fictional 

memoir, Bite Your Tongue. In a book review, John Carr wrote that, at the time 

of Rendle-Short’s campaign, Francesca was a teenager and  

the timing could not have been worse, for the campaign was at its 
height in the years when she was moving from primary to 
secondary schooling in Brisbane. Not only was her surname 
unique, but her mother would appear at school functions to 
harangue the Principal and staff. Francesca found herself a public 
figure and suffered some derision, bullying and considerable 
embarrassment in the face of teachers and peers.57  
 

Later Rendle-Short allied with Rona Joyner in her campaigns. 

A conservative woman, Rona Joyner began her campaign against the 

introduction of two courses into Queensland schools – MACOS (Man: A 

Course of Study) and SEMP (Social Education Materials Project) in 1976. 

She also formed two groups STOP (Society to Outlaw Pornography) and 

CARE (Campaign against Regressive Education) which campaigned strongly 

for the removal of certain books, perceived by Joyner to be pornographic, 
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from libraries and as texts for high school students. She had a list of one 

hundred books, called “Rona’s Death List”, the contents of which were 

widely known. Joyner’s exceptional organisational skills meant that she ran 

well organised state wide campaigns advocating for changes to censorship 

and preventing the teaching of school courses, she considered immoral.  

 
Women elected to the Queensland Parliament 
 

Three women were members of the Queensland Parliament between 1967 and 

1982. Vi Jordan was a long time Labor Party member when she ran for pre-

selection for the seat of Ipswich West in 1966. She identified the need to 

improve the lot of women and immediately set to work in the Parliament. She 

presented a grievance in the House on 1st December 1966, entitled Equal Pay 

for Women, citing the progress made elsewhere in Australia and overseas. She 

argued that the research showed that Australia was exceptionally good at 

discriminating against its women, that thinking was influenced by the past 

despite the country having advanced socially and economically and that “we 

have failed to treat women as ‘people’”.58 Her work was not confined to issues 

related to women alone; she was involved in a wide range of issues affecting 

the whole community.59 Following her career in the Parliament, she was, in 

1975, appointed as a member of the Council of Queensland Women, which 

was set up to advise the state government on issues relating to 

recommendations of the Queensland Commission of Inquiry into the Status 

of Women.60 In the election in 1974, Vi Jordan was defeated and left 

Parliament. 

Two more women were elected in the 1974 poll. Rosemary Kyburz 

(Liberal) won what was previously the safe Labor seat of Salisbury. She 

pioneered in the Legislative Assembly by being the first to marry a 

parliamentary colleague, Rob Akers, Member for Pine Rivers, in 1981 and 

subsequently becoming a mother in 1982 when her son was born. She was 

 
58 McCulloch, J. 1994. Women Members of the Queensland 

Parliament 1929 - 1994. Publications and Resources 
Section, Queensland Parliamentary Library, p. 26. 

59 McCulloch, J. 2005a. 100 Years of Women’s Suffrage in 
Queensland 1905 - 2005: Some Important Firsts. 
Queensland Review, 12(2), 70. 

60 Ibid, 2005a, 68. 
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strongly vocal about education, including sex education, conservation and the 

environment including the need to protect The Great Barrier Reef and 

National Parks. She also did stellar work on legislation pertaining to the crime 

of rape and abortion laws. 

The other woman elected in 1974 was Vicky Kippin, National Party for 

Mourilyan. She was the first woman elected for the National Party in a seat 

previously held by the ALP. Kippin “believed that, in country areas, women’s 

interests were completely integrated with the problems facing men”,61 and 

therefore did not speak often on issues concerning rural families. She did, 

however, argue for the abolition of death duties, but during the Pregnancy 

Termination debate, she stated that she was “most definitely against abortion 

on demand, but [that] more consideration should be given to the woman who 

is carrying the child”.62 

 

Major events. issues and themes identified in the interviews 
 

This section will map the events of this study and place particular women 

who took part in the events. I will also link the issues identified by the women 

interviewed with the events and other women participants.  

Several of the women interviewed nominated the Vietnam War as one 

of the major issues linked with their activism. The first women we meet are 

Norma Chalmers and Vilma Ward, who attended the first event to be covered 

in this thesis, the January 1967 visit to Brisbane by Air Vice-Marshall Ky, the 

South Vietnamese Prime Minister, and his wife, Madame Ky. These two 

women, members of the Old Left, were well known by the authorities. Other 

women attended this event but none of those interviewed mentioned it, 

probably because the event took place early in January, before the university 

year began. However, several interviewees, including Lillian Holt, Janita 

Laver, Catherine, Susan Currie, Jennie Harvie, Lesley Synge, Debra Beattie, 

and Anne Jones, all took part, at various times, in protest against the Vietnam 

War and conscription.  

The Vietnam War was an issue in which a wide variety of activists and 

activist groups joined to present a united front. It is recorded that members of 

 
61 McCulloch, 1994, p. 37. 
62 McCulloch, 1994, p. 26. 
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the Youth Campaign against Conscription (YCAC), Save our Sons (SOS), 

Citizens of Freedom, and the Australian-Asian Liaison Council attended the 

Ky protests.63 The crowd was divided, with both demonstrators and 

supporters there to welcome the visitors. Clearly, there was already difficulty 

in being granted permits for assembly and marches, at this early stage, and an 

understanding that there could be further problems. Representative of YCAC, 

Bob Gaines, told The Courier Mail that the organisation had applied for a 

permit to hold a public meeting, and to use five placards, outside Lennons 

Hotel. He commented that “[w]e hope to work with the police but we will 

hold the meeting even if we don’t get a permit”.64 Likewise, Vilma Ward, 

Secretary of Save our Sons, applied for a permit to hold a “protest walk” and 

said that “[w]e want to act legally. If our application is refused we will take 

some other form of action”.65  

Events of this evening, at which there were arrests and some violence, 

will be discussed in detail later in the thesis. There was a complaint about the 

behaviour of the police, the need for permits for protest events, and the need 

to apply to carry placards, for which fees were charged. Considerable 

discussion took place in Letters to the Editor in The Courier Mail following 

the event. Discussions also took place between various groups on the 

requirements of the Traffic Act, which, it was believed, infringed upon the 

civil liberties of the Queensland people. Incidents at this event were the first 

in a series of events that would lead to large numbers of people moving 

toward protest activities in 1967. 

The benefits of various groups working together quickly became clear. 

Many women developed excellent organisational skills while involved in 

political activism. Jan Ryall writes of her mother, Norma Nord, and her Old 

Left colleagues, that  

the women I knew were always organizing [sic] something: 
luncheons with guest speakers, the veterans’ wives Xmas party, 
functions with the U.A.W. and other Trade Union women’s 
committees, Hiroshima Day, International Women’s Day, Soviet 
women visitors, peace socials and the cabaret evenings of the 

 
63 Youth Campaign against Conscription, 1967, Marbles,  

Joe Harris Papers. UQFL106, Box 4. Fryer Library, 
University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia, p. 2. 

64 1967. “Planning for Ky protests. Ask for police permits”. The 
Courier Mail, p. 7. 

65 Ibid, 1967, p. 7. 
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union. They took part in the equal pay campaign, speaking at stop 
work meetings and at the pay shed, and staged deputations to 
shipping offices. As well, they collected signatures. They 
organized [sic] the yearly picnics, convened branch meetings and 
on and on it goes. You need good organizing skills to do all that!66 

 
One event in which many groups worked together was the Seminar on 

Conscription, which was held in Brisbane, in August 1967. Students and 

young members of YCAC worked together and took the opportunity to learn 

from the members of the Old Left, who were skilled organisers. Speakers 

from the Trade Unions, the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation and Save our 

Sons made presentations at the seminar. Vilma Ward spoke on the History of 

Conscientious Objectors, making points on “the role of the conscientious 

objector, and his legal rights and social position in present-day society. She 

also spoke of some of the cases that SOS has helped to win conscientious 

objection status”.67 Other speakers representing organisations spoke from the 

floor for six minutes each including Mrs Norma Chalmers, for the 

Queensland Peace Committee, Mrs. C.L. Baxendell, for the Queensland 

Rationalist Society and Mrs Eva Bacon, for the Union of Australian 

Women.68 Marbles also reported that Vilma Ward had been found guilty on 

charges of carrying a placard, and was fined ten dollars, in default seven days 

in jail. She stated that she would not pay the fine, preferring to go to jail. The 

writer reminded members of the ongoing controversy over the Traffic Act 

and added that there would be round-the-clock vigils outside the jail while 

Ward was jailed.69  

Issues that arose from various anti-Vietnam protests were instrumental 

in the lead up to the next event, which was the Civil Liberties March on 

September 8, 1967. This was a major event and activists still call it “the Big 

March”. It has its origins in disputes over the Traffic Act. Many activists saw 

the denial of the right to assemble and march, in a democracy, as a social 

injustice. Several of the interviewees spoke of their experiences during the 

Civil Liberties March. Susan Currie spoke of being provoked by a policeman 
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who, while standing on her foot, told her she had no right to be there.70 Anne 

Jones, Lynda Boland, and Catherine were participants in the Civil Liberties 

March.71 

A further case of social injustice led to the formation of the  FOCO Club 

in 1968 as an entertainment venue for the young people – workers and 

students - of Brisbane. Although short-lived, it was an innovative mix of 

music, theatre, and cultural activities as well as an outlet for New Left 

political theory and action, although short lived. Lynda Boland was involved 

in the preparation and collation of the FOCO Club newsletter and attended 

the venue for the dancing.72 FOCO was a club for the young people who 

wanted their own venue and club that would operate under their control. 

Women were very active members of FOCO but found themselves doing a 

lot of the tedious and menial work associated with the FOCO Club, while the 

men were the leaders and took more vocal and visible roles.  

Perhaps tiring of the tedious and menial work, and the years of sexism 

in the New Left, in 1970, a small group of mostly working women, formed a 

Women’s Liberation Group in the City. Lynda Boland was involved in setting 

up the “city” Women’s Liberation group, and the group marched in the 1969 

May Day parade. Another Women’s Liberation group was formed on the 

university campus and soon these groups would merge. Some women were 

now becoming more radical, and there was some split away from moderate 

groups. This introduced questions about degrees of radicalisation. Primary 

issues for Women’s Liberation included the decriminalisation of abortion, 

protests dealing with sexuality, and sex education. These were some of the 

important women’s issues mentioned by all the interviewees.   

The women’s movement brought many opportunities including female 

solidarity and long-term friendships. Lesley Synge, and her two sisters, were 

all involved in protest. Synge now believes that “when my two sisters and I 

get together we have this extra bond of the activism from the past”.73 On 
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reflection, she says, “I think we have coped with our activism in different 

ways”,74 when discussing how their subsequent lives have differed. Synge 

then mentions colleagues:  

Ros and Sylvia Innes…were two sisters who were joint leaders, 
so, we had this really, really new kind of thinking about what it 
meant to be a woman and what it meant to be a sister in reality as 
well as a sister, in the whole kind of notion of Sisterhood is 
Powerful.75 
 

Sisterhood and close friendships were especially noticeable when the younger 

women began taking lead roles in activism. Many such bonds lasted for their 

lifetimes. Women of the Old Left remained active but their interests differed 

from those involved with the Women’s Liberation Movement. 

Women’s involvement in protest continued as the Vietnam War 

continued to rage in 1970. In May of that year, the first of three Moratoria 

was held in Brisbane. The first Moratorium was combined with the People’s 

Park event. Two further moratoria were held in September 1970 and June 

1971. 

Women were also involved in protest against the injustice of apartheid 

when, in 1971, the South African Springbok rugby union team toured 

Australia. The tour was strongly contested due to the apartheid policies in 

South Africa. The protests in Queensland caused considerable tension 

between Aboriginal activists and others including women. This was an 

important turning point in the way women progressed their awareness of 

Indigenous issues and began to ally with the Indigenous people. Several 

Indigenous women became more visible during the years of this study. Of the 

women interviewed, Jennie Harvie and Lynda Boland spoke of the 

importance of the Springbok Tour protests in their growth as Women’s 

Liberationists. 

By 1971, women’s liberationists were becoming more visible, more 

active, and more radical. They were responsible for writing the controversial 

Female Sexuality & Education [sic] Pamphlet, which Women’s Liberation 

members handed out to students as they left some Brisbane Girls’ Schools. 

This incident caused enormous outrage in the community and in the 

Parliament. It demonstrated that these well-educated, and radical, young 
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women were prepared to take risks to spread knowledge they believed was 

necessary, but until then had been neglected. This action encouraged further 

radical action by women. 

In September, the Brisbane Communist Party of Australia combined 

with the Women’s Liberation Movement to hold a seminar in Brisbane. They 

placed an advertisement, on 29 September, in Tribune, asking “Are you child-

bearing or ball-bearing”?76 Such cheek earned Merle Thornton and Alice 

Hughes a mention by the Premier in the Queensland Parliament.77 In a 

similarly supportive manner, the UAW invited speakers from the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, the Abortion Law Reform Association and the Equal 

Opportunities for Women Association (EOW) to their Queensland State 

Conference, held on October 22 and 23, 1971. Later UAW News reported that 

the discussion “was probably the most spirited of any year”.78 Calls were 

made at the conference for the introduction of “a comprehensive sex 

education syllabus [original emphasis], including all aspects of contraception, 

into the Queensland education curriculum”.79 Women were rapidly becoming 

more visible and assuming new roles in their activism.  

New women’s organisations were formed, including the Women’s 

Electoral Lobby, which formed a branch in Queensland. Calls for the sex 

education to be taught in schools and for the right to abortion were made. 

Public meetings and rallies were held, and leaflets were distributed in support 

of the right to choose. A significant challenge arose with the formation of the 

Right to Life Association, an anti-abortion group that fought a decade long 

battle against the pro-abortion groups.80 

From 1971 to 1974, the theme of social justice returned as women saw 

the injustices being dealt to people living in the suburb of Bowen Hills. Land, 
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and houses, were being resumed to build a Freeway to the northern suburbs. 

Many women, including Debra Beattie and Betty Hounslow, became 

involved with the local residents. Hounslow took an important leadership 

role. 

Activism by Indigenous people was increasing and in 1972, the Black 

Panther Party was launched in Queensland. Marlene Cummins became the 

first female member. The Party did not suit all Indigenous people and many 

women found other methods of protest. 

Affecting all women in Queensland was the government’s 

announcement of the Commission of Inquiry into the Status of Women in 

Queensland in 1973. Submissions were collected in 1973 and the report was 

handed down in 1974. This was a remarkable initiative and many of the 

women and the women’s groups were involved in preparing submissions and 

giving evidence to the Commissioners.  

Women were now accepted on many committees, and their ideas were 

heard more often. Searching for independence and freedom from censorship, 

in 1974, the University of Queensland Students’ Union Media Committee 

(Broadcasting Committee) was formed. This Committee began working on 

an application for a radio licence for a station based on the university campus. 

Women were involved in planning for the station, writing the application and 

then later as employees and volunteers. Dr Janet Irwin opened the UQ Health 

Service in the Relaxation Block on the UQ campus. Off campus, the initial 

meetings were held by a group of women to begin planning research on the 

needs of women in Queensland. They formed the Women’s Community Aid 

Association, and this would be the first step in opening Women’s House, a 

shelter for homeless women and the Rape Crisis Centre. These steps were 

extremely radical, and became a source of tension between these young and 

radical women and some members of the Old Left. 

1975 was an important year for women in Brisbane. It was the United 

Nations International Year of Women. The women’s multidisciplinary 

journal Hecate was launched by Carole Ferrier and her editing team, which 

included, at various times, Patricia ni Ivor and Bronwen Levy. The University 

of Queensland Students’ Union Media Committee (Broadcasting committee) 

submitted the application for the 4ZZZ radio licence, were successful and 

their first broadcast aired in December 1975. Interviewees Helen Hambling, 
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Carole Ferrier, Anne Jones, and Patricia ni Ivor were, at times, all Triple 

Zedders. 

Women continued to be involved in activism on the streets, and were 

becoming increasingly vocal and visible. In 1976, a first-time protester, 

Rosemarie Severin, was bashed by a police officer with a baton during a 

protest march against the TEAS payments. 4ZZZ broke the Cedar Bay drug 

raid by police. Rosemary Kyburz stood in Parliament and spoke about Section 

347 of the Criminal Code, calling for changes to the law regarding rape in 

marriage. She also spoke about personal freedoms, civil liberties, and 

demonstrations. She pre-emptively warned her colleagues that she would be 

having a lot to say about the subject. In September 1977, Rosemary Kyburz 

introduced the Bill on Sexual Offences into the Queensland Parliament, 

bringing lively debate. The Premier announced that the day of the street 

march in Queensland was over. No permits would be issued. The Right to 

March campaign launched and hundreds, including women, were arrested in 

battles with the police.  

Conservative activist women became active in 1978, lobbying 

successfully for Cabinet to ban MACOS and SEMP after a determined 

campaign by STOP and CARE. The street marches continued. In 1979, 

Women Who Want to Be Women was formed in Melbourne and a group 

quickly formed in Queensland.  

The Pregnancy Termination Control Bill was tabled in Queensland 

Parliament as a Private Members Bill in 1980. This was a major event in 

Queensland with the campaign being fought for some months by pro- and 

anti-abortion groups.  

In 1981, Carole Ferrier and other protesters began action about the 

misuse of the Bail Act after an arrest during the street marches. 

In 1980, Land Rights Marches were held by Indigenous activists, and 

their supporters, in the lead-up to the Commonwealth Games. Oodgeroo 

Noonuccal played a major role in the Land Rights and Commonwealth Games 

protests. Many women supported these activists. 

In this chapter, I have introduced many of the women to whom I refer 

in this thesis. These women came from a wide variety of backgrounds. 

Women of the Old Left, New Left, school students, female politicians elected 

to the state government, and some influential women on the right wing all 
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played active roles in political activism and in the social protests in Brisbane. 

Their lives provided motivation and inspiration in the ongoing search for 

social justice in Queensland. The issues raised by the interviewed women 

were sometimes personal, and the women found that once these issues were 

raised and discussed, that many other women had similar concerns. Women’s 

issues including recognition and respect as women, and the way rape was 

seen in the state and in the law were identified, as was the need for better 

access to contraception. Many women spoke of the need to decriminalise 

abortion. Beyond the personal, there were issues related to education, 

employment, racism, equal opportunities, and authoritarianism. Linked to 

education was the challenge of censorship in relation to the curriculum in 

schools and the suitability of reading material available in the state. 

Authoritarianism by the government and their police force, and other 

instruments of power were questioned and challenged by women, some of 

whom were increasingly radicalised. Achieving change was not easy and 

these radical women were intensely challenged by conservative women with 

opposing opinions on the issues of rape, censorship, and abortion.  

The next chapter will focus on the state of Queensland to explore the 

place of women, to set the social context, and to examine gender relations, all 

in an effort to find reasons for the dissatisfaction of some women in 

Queensland during the period of study.
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Chapter Two Dissatisfaction of Women: Key 
 Contexts in Queensland 
 

When it comes to silencing women, Western culture has had 
thousands of years of practice.   
 Mary Beard, Women & Power: A Manifesto, 2019. 

 

This chapter will set the context for the activism of women in Queensland. It 

will look briefly at post-war Australia, and some of the social and economic 

implications for women, in what was expected to be a carefully planned ideal 

society.  

An examination of the broad social background in Queensland, and of 

the position of women, the society and culture will be undertaken. Aspects of 

society examined in the chapter will include education, employment, gender 

segregation, the value of women in the workforce, and fertility rates as they 

affected women. The domination of men and the marginalisation of women 

in the state will be revealed through the exploration of the development of 

Queensland, its effect on the population, and the growth of social norms that 

became entrenched.  

The final part of this chapter will look at developments in the state 

government and opposition in the post-war years. It will consider factors that 

led to the growth of an extra-parliamentary opposition in Queensland and 

identify similarities with a movement that formed in West Germany. 

Peculiarities of the political landscape in Queensland will then be examined, 

and the women interviewed for this study will speak of how the government 

affected their lives and proved instrumental in their move toward political 

activism. 

 
Historiography – the place of women in Queensland society 

 

A great deal of historiography exists about the post-war years in Australia 

through which historians have worked to understand the shape of society.1 

 
1 Macintyre, S. 2013. Women’s Leadership in War and 

Reconstruction. Labour History, 104, 65–80., Firth, A. 
2004. The Breadwinner, his Wife and their Welfare: 
Identity, Expertise and Economic Security in Australian 
Post-War Reconstruction. Australian Journal of Politics & 
History, 50(4), 491–508., Murphy, J. & Probert, B. 2004. 
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After six years of a traumatic World War, 1945 saw the demobilisation that 

brought thousands of Australian service people home. The return of the men 

saw the displacement of women workers, who had been crucial on the home 

front. Many women would step aside from “men’s work”, and assume their 

natural role as wives and mothers in the home, where the family unit would 

be the ideal. 

Returning soldiers found themselves in a planned period of near full 

employment in which they would work to rebuild society. Some men enrolled 

at university2, under the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme3 

(CRTS), to build new skills with which they could gain well paid jobs. Home 

again, the men were looking to marry and have families, but there existed a 

marked housing shortage. As John Murphy argues, the “social experience of 

marriage in the post-war years became ubiquitous and formed the 

demographic foundation for widespread representations of domesticity in 

popular magazines and in political rhetoric”.4  

After the constant excitement and exhilaration of the war years, it was 

a time of settling into stability, moving into newly built suburbs, and founding 

families. People concentrated on marriage and domesticity, although some 

found the inertia of suburban life intolerable. Writers and artists, including 

George Johnston, Patrick White and John Brack, “portrayed suburban life as 

small-minded and philistine, as the province of women and the antithesis of 

creativity”.5  

While post-war men assumed their roles in public life, some women 

took the domestic path, and expected to live most of their lives in the home. 

Many saw this as a simple and safe lifestyle, in which the “good citizen” was 

 
‘Anything for the house’: Recollections of post‐war 
suburban dreaming, Australian Historical Studies, 
36(124), 275-293., Carmichael, G. A. 1998. Things ain’t 
what they used to be! Demography, mental cohorts, 
morality and values in post-war Australia. Journal of the 
Australian Population Association, 15(2), 91–113.  

2 Thornton, M. 2020. Bringing the Fight. Harper Collins., p. 62. 
3 Murphy, J. 2000. Imagining the fifties: private sentiment and 

political culture in Menzies' Australia, UNSW Press., p. 
14. 

4 Ibid., p. 21. 
5 Murphy, J. & Probert, 2004, 276. 
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“a distinctly gendered figure”.6 However, not all women elected to retreat into 

the home. In her 1990 article, “Female desires: The meaning of World War 

II”, Marilyn Lake wrote that the idea that “most women’s experience of the 

post-war years is conceptualised as a retreat, a surrender, a return to old ways, 

familiar patterns, traditional roles” misrepresents women, and fails to 

consider changes to understandings of the new femininity that emerged in the 

1930s.7 She argues that “competing, often conflicting, definitions of 

femininity meant that particular groups of women…in particular historical 

circumstances, were more likely to respond to some representations of their 

identity and experience than others”.8 She argues that women’s ages, the 

changing expectations of sexual partnerships, and changes to their sphere 

meant that women came to represent an “ascendant concept of ‘the Family’” 

and that this would lead to new demands on women.9 

John Murphy says that the key characteristic of Australian citizenship, 

in the post-war years, was an awareness of “how they (Australian people) 

should relate to other citizens, and how they should regulate themselves”.10 

For men, this involved being a sound provider and protector, and, for women, 

to be a devoted wife and mother. Outside the home, a patriarchal system 

existed, operated by men for men, making their public working lives 

comfortable. In this carefully planned, ideal Australian society, women were 

shielded and protected.  

 
A Social History Background in Queensland 
 

Let us now delve a little more deeply into the situation of women in 

Queensland by examining some pertinent aspects of social history, beginning 

with population figures. In 1945, the population of Queensland numbered 1 

084 864, with 528 035 women. The population of Brisbane was 393 580. By 

1965, the population of women in Queensland had grown to 817 497 with a 

total of 1 626 525. In 1966, the estimated Indigenous population in 

Queensland was 28 262.  

 
6 Murphy, J. 2000, p. 29. 
7 Lake M. 1990. Female desires: The meaning of World War II, 

Australian Historical Studies, 24(95), 268. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid, 1990, 284. 
10 Murphy, J. 2000, p. 29. 
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The lives of these Indigenous women differed widely from the lives of 

the population of white women. In Queensland, Aboriginal people were 

submitted to the stringent protection of the state’s Aboriginal Protection and 

Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 1897, known as The Act, which removed 

the basic freedoms of many Indigenous people in relation to movement and 

labour, custody of their children and control over personal property.11 Life in 

Queensland, for Aboriginal people living under The Act, was a considerably 

different experience from the lives lived by white people. Aboriginal people 

lived primarily on mission communities, including Cherbourg, Woorabinda, 

Yarrabah and Aurukun, which historian, Raymond Evans, named 

“Aboriginal segregative gulags”.12 Their lives were strictly controlled in a 

manner that almost completely disempowered them.  

Another aspect of women’s lives in Queensland that changed 

considerably in the post-war years, was education for women. McQueen 

argued, in 1979, that the education level of Queenslanders was markedly 

lower than other states of Australia.13 Campbell and Proctor balanced the 

argument, stating that secondary education in the post-war years grew in 

Australia due to “new ideas in progressive education” and the recovery of the 

Australian economy. The experience was different in Queensland where, 

despite overcrowding in schools, the growth of secondary education was 

delayed until 1963.14 From then, changes to secondary education saw more 

women being educated to Senior level. This subsequently led to an increase 

in women’s enrolments in universities.  

The places available to women at tertiary level were limited in the state. 

Places for men were prioritised in this state where the systems were designed 

to favour males. Additionally, the University of Queensland, which was 

founded in 1910, was the sole university in the state until 1970. Initially the 

 
11 Everyone’s Parliament, 2015. Indigenous Suffrage Timeline 
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12 Evans, 2007, p. 11. 
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14 Campbell, C. & Proctor, H. 2014 A History of Australian 

Schooling. Allen & Unwin, p. 189. 
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Townsville campus of the University of Queensland, James Cook University 

opened independently in 1970.15 Griffith University opened to students in 

March 1975.16 With educational opportunities for women gradually 

increasing, within a short period of time, women were looking for 

employment opportunities in Queensland. 

Full employment for men in full-time work was seen as ideal in the 

1950s, according to Ann Firth. Industrial laws allowed legally sanctioned 

discrimination against women. Furthermore, women were segregated into 

specific jobs, barred from some, and usually paid less than men for the same 

job”.17 Gender segregation and disparity in the workforce were accepted and 

promoted. The Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that women occupied 

30 percent of the Australian workforce in 1966.18 It was expected that most 

married women would not be employed. By 1965, the proportion of the 

Australian “baby boom” that was single women employed fulltime, peaked 

at age 19 at 58.4 percent.19 By the time women reached 30 years of age, there 

was a noticeable drop in their employment numbers, probably because this 

group of women became involved in child raising.20 One reason for this was 

the absence of, or limited, child-minding facilities which prevented women 

with children entering the workforce. In a society designed to cater to the 

needs of males, little thought would have been given to planning for child-

care outside the home. 

Not only was there discrimination against women in regard to child-

care, the matter of equal pay for women continued to be an unresolved issue. 

Often women were employed in lowly paid positions that were considered 

“women’s work”. Union meetings were often held at workplaces at times that 

 
15 Bell, P. 2010. Our Place in the Sun: A Brief History of James 

Cook University, 1960-2010, p. 36. 
16 Quirke, N. 1996. Preparing for the Future. A History of 
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Identity, Expertise and Economic Security in Australian 
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were not convenient for women, thus reducing their opportunity to 

participate.21 Married women teachers in Queensland were denied the holiday 

pay that their male colleagues received. Employment conditions differed for 

men and women, with married women having their employment terminated 

at the end of each year, a situation that caused significant financial 

disadvantage. Women in the workforce seemed to be valued less than men. 

Women had an important role to play in population growth. In the post-

war years, fertility rates in the state rose rapidly. According to Strachan, in 

1945, 26 713 babies were born in Queensland, and by 1965, the number had 

reached 33 551; it peaked in 1971 at 39847. Most babies were born to women 

between the ages of 20 and 29 years. In 1961, the fertility rate reached 3.5 

babies per woman.22 

These figures suggest that the family unit was secure as the basic unit 

of Queensland society, but Brisbane parents, as well as other adults, looked 

for entertainment in their city. Although Brisbane, in this period, has been 

described as a cultural desert with weekends seeing the city deserted and little 

activity outside of standard business hours. Situated in Bowen Hills, from 

1947, the social Mecca of Brisbane was the Cloudland Ballroom, the home 

of dancing, rock’n’roll concerts and end-of-year university exams. The 

building itself was easily recognisable by its architecture with an arched 

entrance, high ceiling, sprung dance floor and its conspicuous location 

making it a glamour hub. Those looking for clubs and restaurants visited them 

in the City and Fortitude Valley. 

In his 2007 analysis, The Third Metropolis, William Hatherell disputed 

the status of Brisbane as a desert, arguing that it was a hub for literary work 

and visual art. He mentions the Barjai group, the Brisbane Realistic Writers 

Group, the work of Indigenous poet, Oodgeroo Noonuccal, writer, Thea 

Astley, artist, Ian Fairweather and others. He highlights the importance of the 

influential exiles, including David Malouf and Thea Astley and their view of 
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Brisbane, as compared with those artists who remained in the city. However, 

at the end of his conclusion, Hatherell concedes that “at their best, the 

products of Brisbane’s ‘exile’ culture are also the most profound statements 

on its contemporary reality”23.  

 
Queensland: Male Dominated, Women Marginalised 
 

Jessica Gildersleeve puts a strong case for the marginalisation of women in 

Queensland during the period studied for this thesis. Gildersleeve writes of 

the characteristics of Queensland’s people, including novelist, Jessica 

Anderson’s, female narrator, who highlights “woman’s marginalisation and 

infantilisation”24 and of the “preoccup[ation] with secrets that refuse to 

remain buried, and are disinterred with disastrous consequences”.25 Indeed, 

the state of Queensland has long been considered a male dominated society, 

and this description has its origins in the unequal gender demography. The 

first incursions of European settlers in the state, at Redcliffe, Brisbane, and 

then the Darling Downs, were dominated by men. Subsequently, population 

statistics during the nineteenth century have supported the assumption that 

men dominated the population of Queensland. The census in 1861 counted 

18,121 men and 11,938 women.26 According to Raymond Evans, the number 

of men in Queensland who were perpetual bachelors could be as high as fifty 

percent. They formed a “…rough and ready cult of bachelorhood, coupled 

with often precarious lives in raw and highly contested environments, [that] 

produced a pervading culture of masculinism that appeared both omniscient 

and unrelenting”.27 Katie Spearritt wrote that two years after Queensland 

separated from New South Wales, the “rural masculinity ratio of 201 males 

to every 100 females was the highest sex-imbalance of all the Australian 
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colonies”28 and that it was “only in large settled urban districts such as 

Brisbane and Toowoomba [that] any sex balance [became] established by the 

1870s”.29 Clearly, by the 1870s, the domination of masculinity in culture and 

social life of Queensland was well established. For women, “[m]ateship, with 

its regimes of hard drinking, profanity, disorderliness, and predatory 

sexuality, was cold comfort for most women”.30 Women were also 

marginalised by various laws, as historian Raymond Evans explains:  

[w]ives had minimal conjugal and custodial rights and no 
property rights until after 1891, when reform began a decade 
behind the other colonies. Rape was deemed inconceivable within 
marriage and domestic violence was permissibly overlooked in 
all but the most extreme cases.31 

 
Furthermore, the age of consent for women in Queensland was twelve. 

Consequently, women married young, and few women were employed for 

any length of time. Those who were worked in poorly paid jobs, earned 

“‘barely one half’ the male wage”,32 and were therefore unable to support 

themselves independently. As Evans writes in A History of Queensland, in 

his chapter, “Statehood 1880 – 1905”, “women existed outside the system of 

power in the marketplace and the colonial state lay in the hands of a coterie 

of powerful males”.33 The gender imbalance was less relevant by the 1960s, 

but many of the ground rules had been set and firmly ingrained. 

Consequently, as Brennan and Chappell argue, any attempt to oppose the 

status quo in Queensland was inevitably met with “masculine norms [that] 

have operated over time to create obstacles for women wanting to engage 

from within formal institutions”.34  

Few women fiction writers denied that the lives of women in sparsely 

populated Queensland were hard and often dangerous.35 In colonial days, it 
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was often necessary for men to travel long distances to find work, requiring 

them to be away from home for lengthy periods. Stories tell of the isolation, 

and loneliness, of women who were providing the workforce for the selection 

while they were often the sole parent and at risk of attack. Women in cities 

and towns were also susceptible to attack, as in the Mount Rennie case in 

1896. As Philadelphoff-Puren argues, “rich reservoirs of misogyny…shaped 

the expert discourses” that would embed the cultural allegation that women 

who were raped were primarily prostitutes or unchaste. This followed the 

male belief that “real rape”, that is, attacks on the unworldly and innocent, 

were as rare as hen’s teeth.36 The “notion that women were prone to making 

false allegations was developed across the disciplines of medicine, 

psychology, law and medical jurisprudence”.37 These combined ideas, 

printed in The Bulletin and other publications, and debated in parliament as 

part of the “NSW Parliamentary Debates conducted around the Capital 

Punishment Abolition Bill in 1896”, were widely understood and 

consequently became entrenched in cultural belief. 38 

Gail Reekie wrote that, in Queensland, “[w]omen’s sense of place, of 

region, is powerfully constructed by their marginality to History”.39 In 

reaching this conclusion, she argues that the perspective of women on the 

world is unique since they are positioned “‘on the edge of the map’ of 

knowledge, [and] also on the edge of Australian culture and history”.40 Their 

role in confronting a consensus of values left women very little space for 

effective self-representation.  

The consideration of the place of women in Queensland was neglected 

in Humphrey McQueen’s 1979 article, “Queensland: A state of mind”, in 

which there was no mention of women in the state. McQueen argued that 
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Queensland’s difference lay in its decentralised population, its conservative 

rural and regional power base, and the dominance of primary industry and 

mining interests.41 Today, the basis of Queensland’s economy remains in the 

agricultural and mining industries rather than the manufacturing sector. 

Countering McQueen, however, Reekie quotes Barbara Brooks, who sees 

women’s lives as not being part of McQueen’s accepted images of 

Queensland history,42 that is, the material progress and development, and the 

lack of an urban industrial base, or the landscape or the climate. Brooks sees 

Queensland women as being on the edges and the margins.43 

Located even further out on the edges and margins are the Indigenous 

women of Queensland. They have more marks against them; being 

Indigenous and activists. Lillian Holt referred to her continued feeling of 

being “other”, because she was an Indigenous woman. Her experience of 

marginalisation can be linked with that felt by Lilla Watson and Marlene 

Cummins, and marries with the work of writer, Vivienne Cleven, whose work 

“demonstrates where gendered and racial forms of trauma come into contact 

in Queensland’s literary history… [and] the increasing association of 

gendered and racialised histories of marginalisation”.44 

How women cope with reiterated marginalisation is a very individual 

matter. The theme of exile, another experience explored by fiction writers, is 

strongly present in the northern imagination, as shown in the visual arts and 

literature. For example, Queensland author, Janette Turner Hospital, has 

explored the trauma of exile in her 1990 work, “The Last of the Hapsburgs”. 

The story shows that a woman could find herself exiled due to an unspecified 

‘messy event’ which remains surrounded by secrecy.45 The story could be 

seen to reflect real-life experience of Queensland women. When the situation 

in Queensland became intolerable, some political activists found that exile 

was the only option for them, if they were to find fulfilling employment and 

quality of life. Many of the women interviewed spoke of the Queensland 
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government, its nature, prejudices and actions, as an important reason for 

their turn to political activity, and said that it was the government that pushed 

them into exile. Yet despite choosing to reside in other states, these exiles 

remained closely linked to their home state. Many joined the Queensland 

Solidarity Group, a group living interstate but actively supporting those 

activists who remained to continue the fight. Lynda Boland, Nancy Peck, 

Patricia ni Ivor, and Helen Hambling all became permanent exiles in southern 

states, and although they retain close ties to Queensland, their exile 

sometimes brought further marginalisation. Nancy Peck identified the 

difficulties in the dual identity that she has experienced; when she was in the 

south, she was referred to as a Queenslander; when back in her home state, 

she was thought of as a southerner. She regrets the effort taken in migrating, 

in setting down roots in a new environment, and in being caught between the 

two, and mourns “losing your roots basically, and that’s a very high cost…but 

worth it…retrospectively you can see that…”46 She recalls her youth in 

Queensland, how she loved it, and how difficult she found the rejection that 

came with her exile.  

Beyond all these tangible aspects of life in Queensland during the 

period studied for this thesis, women were alive to more subterranean forces, 

to a place full of eccentricities and paradoxes. Of their feeling on returning to 

Brisbane, Ferrier and Evans remark that, “[it] was a place where still waters 

hid many shifting undercurrents”,47 as was all of Queensland. Queensland’s 

distinctiveness has been explored by authors in terms of distance, 

architecture, sense of time, personal eccentricity, and cultural antithesis. 

Some have identified Queensland’s climate metaphorically, as “wet and 

fecund”48 or as a form of protection49 while Janette Turner Hospital generates 

a fictional representation of trauma through a boy’s experience of losing his 

father during a cyclone”. 50 Others write of the Queensland landscape which 

can be “used as both setting for and symbol of traumatic experience”,51 as 

 
46 P. ni Ivor and N. Peck, Interview with researcher, February 

27, 2017. 
47 Evans, R. & Ferrier, C. (Eds.). 2004. Radical Brisbane. An 

unruly history. Vulgar Press, p. 317. 
48 McKay, 2004 in Gildersleeve, 2012, 207. 
49 Cleven, 2002 in Gildersleeve, 2012, 207. 
50 Hospital, 2011 in Gildersleeve 2012, 212. 
51 Gildersleeve, 2012, 206. 



89 
 

“disturbed and disturbing”52 and “Gothic”.53 The state’s geography “is 

perpetually represented…as it is imagined…represented only metonymically 

through its liminal or disaster-ridden topographies: the coast, the bushfire, the 

cyclone, the flood, the thunderstorm”54 rather than being anchored in stability.  

 
Government and Opposition in Queensland 

 

The stability lacking in Queensland, identified by various writers, was 

robustly tackled by the Country Liberal coalition government when it was 

elected in 1968. Indeed, the new government claimed that it brought stability 

with it, in the form of reliable wealth, law and order, and progress. The state 

government’s claim was a confident one. It appeared that most Queenslanders 

were pleased with their state government in the sixties, seventies and eighties. 

Elected after many years of Labor governments, the new government 

navigated through a rocky start after Joh Bjelke-Petersen was elected Premier. 

By 1971, the government had consolidated. Growing in confidence, it seemed 

to be taking a path of authoritarianism. This apparent stability was accepted 

by the majority of the people. 

Despite the broad consensus with the government’s methods, however, 

there was a minority which opposed them, but hesitated to trust in the 

parliamentary Opposition, which it now perceived as weak and vacillating. 

Previously, the Labor Party, which was founded in Queensland during the 

1890s, grew in strength and stability, but by the late 1940s, factional 

infighting involving the Communist Party, the Trade Unions, and “industrial 

groups” known as Groupers weakened the party. There were also suspicions 

about the Catholic, and strongly anti-Communist “Catholic Social Studies 

Movement” (the Movement), which was formed to promote conservative 

Catholic values. With each faction jostling for power, a national split in 1955 

led to the formation of the Democratic Labor Party (DLP). The DLP was 

responsible for directing preferences from the Labor Party to the coalition 

parties, thus reducing electoral success for the Australian Labor Party. In 

Queensland, the Labor Party expelled leader Vince Gair who supported the 
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Groupers. Gair and other colleagues formed the Queensland Labor Party and, 

in the 1957 Queensland election, the Labor vote was decimated.  

The weakened Labor Party in Queensland became ineffective, and 

members were dissatisfied with its failure to perform electorally. Its 

Parliamentary leadership was impotent55 in opposition. which allowed the 

growth of an opposition external to the parliament, in which New Left 

activists, unable to build a workable alliance or sense of trust with the Labor 

parliamentary opposition, became active. The Extra-parliamentary opposition 

in Brisbane, although informal, and unstructured, “believed itself in 

possession of a superior theory and felt justified in taking direct action against 

the parliamentary system”.56 This new form of opposition was similar to the 

new Ausserparlamentarische Opposition (APO) or extra-parliamentary 

opposition that which formed in West Berlin following the formation of West 

Germany in 1949. Kurt Shell wrote of the “radical criticism of representative 

[sic] democracy [which was] exemplified in the activities of the 

ExtraParliamentary Opposition [sic] (APO)”57 which was most likely to 

“equate with non-party forms of opposition”. 58 Key figures included Rudi 

Dutschke in Germany and Daniel Cohn-Bendit in France, and again, similar 

to those in Brisbane, these new leaders were young, educated and outspoken.  

This form of opposition fitted comfortably with the generational 

conflict and social changes associated with the “baby-boom generation” that 

became active in the 1960s. Influential young leaders, often students, 

represented those who were too young to vote, refused to vote, or were 

disillusioned by the loss of optimism of earlier years. Yet, at times, in both 

Germany and Brisbane, the extra-parliamentary opposition was subject to 

fierce infighting. 

Anti-government forces outside the House fell short of the resources 

available to a parliamentary opposition, such as privilege, access to the 

mainstream media, and the numerical power base of the Labor movement. 
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Some trade unions, however, became actively involved in the extra-

parliamentary activities. The ineffectiveness of the Labor opposition 

contributed to the effectiveness of extra-parliamentary opposition in 

Queensland, despite the fact that it operated outside the system. 

Queensland was also subject to a voting malapportionment originally 

set up by the Labor government. When the Country/Liberal coalition gained 

power in 1957, it refined it for its own purposes. Redistribution of electoral 

boundaries allowed the Country Party to be re-elected in 1972, despite having 

received only 20 percent of the primary vote. They formed a coalition with 

the Liberal Party. 59 In that election, the Liberal Party received 22.23% of the 

vote, which equalled 21 seats; the Labor Party received 46.75% and 33 seats, 

yet Country (National Party) won only 20.00% of the vote, or 26 seats, the 

least of all. It became the practice to redistribute seats to keep the government 

in power. Tom O’Lincoln claimed that Queenslanders 

had long lived under a Country/National Party [sic] government 
so rock-ribbed that the rest of the country often thought them a bit 
peculiar: a maverick State, populated by politically backward 
‘banana benders’ who chose a crank, Premier Joh Bjelke-
Petersen, to rule them.60  

 
Yet, the figures above demonstrate that the result of elections in Queensland, 

rarely equalled the way people actually voted. Activists, therefore, faced a 

government with whom they battled, an opposition with whom they could not 

work, and an unfair, gerrymandered electoral system. 

During their interviews, the women mentioned the government as an 

obstacle in their lives. They mentioned authoritarianism, the extreme 

conservatism, and the lack of accountability. They said that everything 

focused on economic growth, and that the government was impervious to 

everything that concerned people who opposed it. They cited the intimidation, 

and arrest, of dissenters. Libby Connors identified the Queensland 

government as being out of step, stating that “they just wanted economic 

prosperity, and law and order, and everything else was irrelevant despite 
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everything else happening in the world at the same time”.61 Helen Hambling 

spoke of the implicit warnings from the authorities, commenting that: 

if you ever get off that same path we will either punish you, or we 
will exclude you until you are back on the path and then when 
you are on the path you are fine, you know. And some people can 
never get on the path because they are not Christian, or whatever, 
or not white or you know, all those sort of things and that is pretty 
much a fundamental part of their values, whether they accept it or 
not. They truly believe that there is one way to live your life, you 
know, go to school, get a job, have a family, get a mortgage, be 
quiet, you know. Consume, you know, and die.62 

 
Similarly, Catherine, as one of the earlier cohort, recognised that she and her 

peers, in 1967, were  

not just being anti-government for the sake…it was also pro some 
other things, you know, there were things we needed. We needed 
better housing, we needed better education, we needed better 
transport systems and whatever and that maybe following 
America blindly wasn’t necessarily the best of things.63  
 

She argued that “unless you can understand the power structures and expose 

advantage you can’t do anything about disadvantage, you know, they were 

intrinsically linked”.64 

Women were named in Hansard in an attempt to shame them into better 

behaviour. Lynda Boland felt that  

there was no way that I could win against all those agents of the 
state…raiding the Communist Party headquarters while I was 
there to get…to get the so-called pornographic material I brought 
about contraception into the Communist Party headquarters, and 
then named in Parliament and then articles in the newspaper…65  

 
Many of the women spoke of the police Special Branch, and how they 

understood that the police were operating on government orders, to watch 

activists, and keep files on them. 

We have examined the unique male domination of Queensland and how 

that evolved in part due to the gender imbalance in the population. The 

predominance of men meant the culture that developed in Queensland’s 
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colonial community focused strongly on the needs of men. Since women 

remained out of the public domain, this culture continued through subsequent 

generations, and was eventually accepted as the norm. The state was rich in 

resources and great efforts were invested in progress and development, first 

in pastoral activities and later in mining. This chapter has shown that women 

were second class citizens in the state. They were kept poorly paid, poorly 

educated, with few legal rights, home alone with the children, dominated by 

men, restricted in capacity, and unable to be independent. Attempts to make 

changes were met with obstacles which prevented women from engaging 

equally. The chapter argues that Australian women were all discriminated 

against, but that in Queensland it was more widespread and systemic. 

Although considerable change had been made to education in the post-war 

years, women received less education than men. Similarly, they remained the 

minority in employment and were frequently discriminated against in the 

workplace. Consistent with the expected role as homemaker and primary 

parent, the years saw an increase in fertility rates. The state’s Indigenous 

people were kept hidden to a significant degree, which meant even greater 

disadvantage for Indigenous women than for white women. There were 

differences of opinion on cultural activities with particular groups being very 

active in creating their own activities, but in general, the city was seen as a 

cultural desert on weekends. 

Lastly, the chapter looked briefly at the post-war Queensland 

government, and the development of the government and opposition. 

Similarities between the state opposition, and the post-war opposition in 

Germany were identified, with both seeing the growth of active extra-

parliamentary opposition.  

The past two chapters have demonstrated that there were significant 

reasons for women to be uncomfortable or dissatisfied with their lives in 

Queensland. Those women who were interviewed spoke of the issues 

pertaining to women that concerned them. One important issue the women 

identified was social justice. The next chapter will turn to this key issue and 

examine it by exploring four local areas of contest, and by looking at the 

actions of the police force.
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Chapter Three Social Justice in Local Issues  
 

There’s something happening here 
What it is ain’t exactly clear 
 Stephen Stills. For What it’s Worth, 1966. 

 

Issues raised by the women who were interviewed for this study are the basis 

for the following chapters of this social history thesis. This chapter will 

examine women’s activism for social justice. When interviewed, most of the 

women mentioned their belief in social justice, and their understanding that 

many injustices existed in their world. There was a unanimous desire on the 

part of the interviewed women to work toward social justice, and historically, 

women of the Old Left had worked for many years to rid the world of the 

injustices they saw. 

This chapter will begin by considering what is meant by social justice. 

It will then discuss what the women said about social justice, in their 

interviews, including what they saw as needing change to reach their societal 

ideal. The chapter will show the unique significance of Brisbane by 

examining local issues which became contentious during the years of this 

study. The history of Queensland, the traditions of the society, and its 

authority structures meant that certain local issues expanded into matters 

worthy of protest. The chapter will examine four local areas of contest. The 

first area investigated will cover the two distinct campaigns regarding the 

interpretation of aspects of the Traffic Act, which impeded the right to 

assemble and march. The 1967 Civil Liberties March (also called the Big 

March) took place ten years prior to the second campaign, the 1977 Right to 

March campaign, but they shared many concerns. Secondly, I will examine 

the way that young people proactively created their own entertainment venue, 

the FOCO Club, which members could run in a way that would be consistent 

with their cultural and political interests. The third area of contest will be the 

Northern (Bowen Hills) Freeway Campaign, which will explore the injustices 

surrounding the resumption of the residents’ land and homes for the 

construction of a northbound freeway. Finally, the reasons behind the 

formation of the University of Queensland Students’ Union Media 

Committee (Broadcasting Committee) and establishment of radio station 

4ZZZ will be examined. 
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This chapter will argue that the women in this study grew up in what 

they saw as an unequal society. It will show that women found ways of 

collaborating at a grass roots level to form a collective view of the society 

they envisioned, and that they developed methods and strategies to move 

toward that goal. It will argue that the women were significantly challenged, 

at various stages, by opponents with a very different vision.  

Some women mentioned their awareness of social justice issues when 

they were quite young. Debra Beattie was educated in the Catholic school 

system run by nuns, and gives these teachers credit for imbuing their students 

with a strong sense of social justice.1 Another woman explained how she had 

been raised as a Catholic in the country, and was interested in social justice.2 

Susan Currie felt a strong need to work for fairness in society. Her father was 

a trade union lawyer who had a strong interest in social justice, and acted as a 

lawyer during strikes, and to represent boat people.3 

Others found that their new lives in Brisbane led them to new ideas and 

influences, many of which centred around issues of fairness and equality. 

Lesley Synge found herself “drawn to the issues…about justice”4 as she 

became involved in protest during her fourth year at university. Several 

women reported the importance of the Newman Society at university in 

influencing their sense of justice and equality.5 Two women studied Social 

Work and then made it their careers.6 Cathy Humphreys reports that her 

parents were “small ‘l’ liberals”. She attended the University of Queensland 

from 1972 and studied social work. Her concern about social justice issues 

led her to become involved in the Women’s Liberation Movement which, she 

said, “spoke to us with great power and resonance”.7 Debra Beattie was 
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influenced by speakers at the UQ Forum, and that led her to work on the 

Bowen Hills Freeway protests. She was affected when she learnt how people 

were hurt by the Queensland government’s land resumptions, in preparation 

for a freeway to be built. Libby Connors and Angela Jones were strongly 

influenced by their work with Father Wally Detlefs, a priest and chaplain, at 

the Wilston Youth Hospital, who was working for social justice for juvenile 

detainees.8 Later, when they were living in an Intentional Community in West 

End, they worked with Sister Kath, a Catholic nun committed to helping and 

improving the lives of Aboriginal people. They also worked with recently 

released prisoners, helping them re-join the community. Views of injustices 

changed as the women grew to understand themselves, to place themselves 

as women in society, and to understand that injustice could be both personal 

and political. 

This section will begin by looking at what is meant by social justice. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission states on its website that: 

Human rights recognise the inherent value of each person, 
regardless of background, where we live, what we look like, what 
we think or what we believe. 
They are based on principles of dignity, equality and mutual 
respect, which are shared across cultures, religions and 
philosophies. They are about being treated fairly, treating others 
fairly and having the ability to make genuine choices in our daily 
lives. 
Respect for human rights is the cornerstone of strong 
communities in which everyone can make a contribution and feel 
included.9 

This is reiterated on the leaflet, Social Justice and human rights for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, which says: “Social justice is 

about making sure that every Australian - Indigenous and non-Indigenous - 

has choices about how they live and the means to make those choices. Social 

justice is grounded in the practical, day-to-day realities of life”.10 The Fred 

 
8 L Connors, Interview with the researcher, October 1, 2016., 

Angela Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 
28, 2016. 

9 Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017. 
https://humanrights.gov.au/  

10 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2003. 
Social Justice and human rights for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. 
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Hollows Foundation states it even more simply, that “[s]ocial justice matters 

because everyone deserves to be treated with equal respect and dignity”.11 

Michael Reisch and Jayshree Jani wrote, in 2014, that the attainment of social 

justice means that we “address fundamental questions about human nature 

and social relationships; about the distribution of resources, power, status, 

rights, access, and opportunities; and about how decisions regarding this 

distribution are made”.12 A general call for social justice may be used to 

“rationalise the status quo, promote modest reforms, and justify 

revolutionary, even violent action”.13 Yet, “proponents of vastly different 

visions of society — secular and religious, democratic and authoritarian, 

individualist and collectivist— [all] march under the banner of social 

justice.14 Every woman, and man, holds their own individual vision of what 

a just society could be.  

Reisch and Jani concluded, “[t]he goal of social justice is, therefore, 

neither simple nor ever entirely realized [sic]. It is a goal which is constantly 

pursued rather than completely attained”.15 Ongoing changes in 

circumstances, within societies, mean that the recognition of social justice 

may need to be tailored to specific contexts.16 As one demand is met, another 

may arise, or emerge from a previous issue.  

 
The 1967 Civil Liberties (Big) March and 1977 Right to March 
Campaign 
 

Ongoing court action against anti-Vietnam protesters arrested the previous 

year, 1966, and the demonstration against Air Vice-Marshall Ky in January 

1967, during which the police violently targeted protesters became the 

catalyst for the first area of conflict. Lawyer, Frank Brennan, argued that 

“[p]oor relations between police and demonstrators heightened the anxiety 

 
https://humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/socia
l_justice/infosheet/infosheet_sj.pdf  

11 The Fred Hollows Foundation, 2019. 
https://www.hollows.org/au/blog/why-is-social-justice-
important  

12 Reisch, M. & Jani, J. (Eds.). 2014. Routledge International 
Handbook of Social Justice. Taylor & Francis Group, p. 1. 

13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid, 2014, p. 2. 
16 Ibid, 2014, p. 1 
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caused to many sectors of the Queensland public by the substance and mode 

of application of the Traffic Act 1949 (Qld.).17 These incidents at early protest 

events, combined with associated issues of the Traffic Act, were perceived as 

significant social injustices.  

Issues related to the Traffic Act were contested for the whole fifteen 

years of this study. Following the 1966 arrests, there was wide debate through 

a “spate of letters to news-papers [sic] and parliamentarians seeking 

amendments to the Traffic Act Regulations relating to street processions, 

meetings, and distribution of handbills”.18 The first action taken was to set up 

the Civil Rights Action Committee (CRAC). This group prepared 

submissions to government ministers, arguing their case and requesting 

change to the legislation. Under the Traffic Act Regulations, permits were 

necessary for the following activities:  

a) the holding of any meeting upon a road.  

b) the holding of any procession upon a road.  

c) the amplification of words or music by electrical or mechanical 

means at or near a road.  

d) the attracting together of a number of persons upon a road.  
e) the distribution of any printed material upon a road, and  

f) the carrying of a placard upon any road.19 

Permits could be obtained from a district superintendent of traffic, or 

superintendent of traffic, all of whom were police officers. Applications were 

to be made fourteen days prior to the event. If refused, no reasons needed to 

be provided. A fee was payable when requesting to carry a placard, and there 

were no exemptions.  

Legal representatives found that there was provision for appeal, should 

an application be refused. An application was submitted, in October, for an 

event on 5 December 1966. On 27 October, the submission was submitted to 

the Minister. The CRAC requested a reduction to the application period for 

permits, from fourteen days to one day, and the introduction of written 

reasons for the refusal of a permit. In late November, the application was 

 
17 Brennan, F. 1983. Too much order with too little law. 

University of Queensland Press., p. 93. 
18 Ibid, 1983, p. 94. 
19 Ibid, 1983, p. 94. 
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refused. It was reconsidered on 26 November, and a permit was granted on 

30 November with restrictions applied. Unfortunately, the CRAC was 

handicapped when an appeal was lodged, as there was insufficient time to 

prepare, and have the appeal heard before the date of the event. The Minister, 

Ron Camm, replied to the submission, saying that the legislation would not 

be amended along the lines of the CRAC’s request.  

A further submission was sent to the Minister in March 1967 and it, too, 

was rejected. Further applications were submitted and refused throughout 

1967. The Civil Liberties Co-ordinating Committee (CLCC) was formed, 

replacing the CRAC, and made up of students and staff of the University of 

Queensland, the Churches, the legal profession, and others, “to safeguard 

civil liberties and to seek amendment to the act and regulations”.20 The CLCC 

planned a march for 11 July, and the committee worked to send letters “to 

four hundred people and organizations [sic] outlining the need for legislative 

reform and plans for the march”.21 A leaflet outlined the CLCC call for basic 

human freedoms, including freedom of speech and freedom of assembly, 

which they argued was important in the proper functioning of democracy.22 

Again, they called for changes to the Traffic Act. The leaflet argues that 

numerous attempts had been made, without success, to discuss and negotiate 

a review of the Traffic Regulations through deputations to government 

ministers, legal attempts, letters and articles to parliamentarians, 

organisations and newspapers, and the appointment of a committee to draw 

up a submission. The only request granted by the government was the 

abolition of the fee of one dollar to carry a placard. In September, the CLCC 

held a vote at the UQ Forum, and the crowd decided to engage in civil 

disobedience.  

To push the government toward action on their calls for modest reform 

of the Traffic Act, on Friday 8th September 1967, 4000 students, staff and 

others marched from the campus of the University of Queensland to Brisbane 

City. When the marchers arrived in Roma Street, they met rows of police, 

 
20 Ibid, 1983, p. 94-97. 
21 Ibid, 1983, p. 97. 
22 Summer Campaign for Civil liberties, 1967, 4000 Protest! 

Why?, Leaflet, Summer Campaign for Civil Liberties 
Ephemera, FVF401, S23.1, p. 1, Fryer Library, University 
of Queensland Library, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 
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who ordered them to disperse.23 Refusing, the demonstrators linked arms, and 

in a planned move, sat down on the street. This was the largest march to that 

time in Brisbane. The only resource the demonstrators could call upon was 

their numbers. It was such a large, fervent crowd that it surprised the 

government, the police, and much of the community, including some parents. 

Later, the size of the march and the audacity of the method brought some 

praise for their “moral commitment. Their idealism, bred out of study of the 

theoretical doctrines of democracy has found a tangible example, they 

believe, of restriction of liberty”.24 

The police immediately moved in and began to remove the protesters, 

one by one. As the protests moved into the streets, the ages of the young 

women, some of the tactics used, and the noise they added to the mass of 

people in those demonstrations, ensured that women were seen as more 

indicative of “disturbance”. Kay Ferres suggests that, previously, 

“men…have figured as agents who move the narrative forward, whose 

activities in the public domain precipitate change and development, while 

women occupied as they are with the private activities of reproduction and 

nurturance, interrupt and slow the narrative”.25 She also argued that when 

women “have intervened in the public domain as women, their presence has 

typically been experienced as a disruption, often precipitating scandal 

[emphasis original]”.26 When violence was instigated by the police, the 

women were roughly handled, just as the men were. Television news film 

showed the removal of protesters, both male and female, with lines of police 

manhandling them; the battle took on the appearance of violent confrontation. 

Filmed evidence shows incidences of the police holding students by their hair, 

but it is unlikely that those scenes would have been shown on mainstream 

news bulletins.27 

 
23 Brisbane Discussion Circle members. 2012. “Remembering 

the University of Queensland Forum” on Radical Times 
Archive. http://radicaltimes.info/PDF/Forum.pdf  

24 Staff Reporter. 1967. “The story behind the student 
demonstrations”, The Courier Mail, p. 2. 

25 Ferres, K. In Reekie, G. 1994, On the Edge. Women’s 
experiences in Queensland. University of Queensland 
Press, p. 132. 

26 Ibid. 
27 1967 Civil Liberties March and Sit-down in Roma Street, 

Brisbane on Radical Times Archive. 
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The sight of young women being carried off made it seem as though 

they were taking an active part in the violence, and this led to their being 

vulnerable to policing and criticism, especially by older women in the 

community. Letters written to the Editor of The Courier Mail espoused both 

sides of the issue. Some writers supported the review of the Traffic Act, some 

supported the protest, and others advocated punishment. The divisive nature 

of the march, its subject, and the reasons for it, clearly indicated a rupture in 

the community.  

There were also letters commenting positively on the way the students 

came to the decision to march. One man wrote that the students were not 

simply given scholarships, but rather worked for them. He also argued that  

[w]hen the public provides for the education of a person, it must 
be prepared for that person to learn to think and to act on his 
considered opinions. The students who marched on Friday knew 
that they could be arrested but believed that what they were doing 
was right.28 
 
Other letters praised the actions of the police. Some letters praised the 

police “as doing a magnificent job in protecting the public”,29 while others 

mentioned the need for disciplinary action against students and staff. Another 

man called the students’ behaviour “riotous and rebellious”.30 Some who saw 

the scenes on Brisbane’s streets were prone to stereotype these young people. 

One woman labelled protesters ‘types’ and fulminated, “[f]or my part I would 

have hosed these people off the streets – nothing like cold water to quell these 

types”.31 Another woman criticised the students and lecturers for acting like 

a child throwing a tantrum.32  

Opinions published by letter writers, who supported the Civil Liberties 

marchers, encouraged other Queenslanders to consider ideas that differed 

from general conservative notions. One mother wrote about her daughter’s 

arrest, when the daughter tried to go to her boyfriend’s aid after the young 

man was viciously kicked about the head by police, adding that her daughter 

now faced a criminal charge.33 She then commended the young couple as 

 
28 Cameron, P. 1967, “Thoughtful…”. The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
29 Nash, R. E. 1967, “Magnificent”. The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
30 Franks, E. 1967, “Rebellion?”. The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
31 Graham, M. 1967, “Cold Water!” The Courier Mail, p. 2.  
32 Johnston, G. 1967, “Tantrum”. The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
33 Parry, W. 1967, “Girl’s arrest”, The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
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being “intelligent, thoughtful young people”34 who felt strongly that the “right 

to free speech should not be left to the discretion of the Brisbane Traffic 

Superintendent”.35 This woman considered the actions of these students 

positively, looking for the worth of their convictions, rather than judging by 

the apparent unruliness.  

When the police moved in, the actions of men and women differed. 

Several young women, located in the first few rows, sat down at the dispersal 

order. These women were dragged and carried off the street, as were the men. 

Other women were not prepared to be manhandled and just stood up and 

walked away. Some of the men seemed to resist the police, while others were 

determined to maintain their non-violent stance. The arrest list, numbering 

114, shows that most of the protesters were charged with disobeying a 

direction, rather than provoking violence. Only five were charged with using 

insulting words, three with resisting arrest, two with assaulting police and one 

with using obscene language.36  

This Civil Liberties March was a pivotal moment in the political 

activism in Brisbane. Because it received wide television coverage, it may 

have appeared that young people, who made up most of the marchers, were 

rebelling in a highly noticeable manner, despite their non-violent tactics. The 

descriptions and disputes about the protesters reflect a moment of change, as 

even those of conservative views, who opposed the marchers, were obliged 

to articulate their world view rather than take it for granted.  

The issue of civil liberties, and the right of citizens to demonstrate in a 

democracy, continued after the Big March. Skirmishes occurred at intervals 

in the early seventies, and in 1977 major clashes broke out between protesters 

and the authorities. The Fraser federal government had recently approved the 

export of uranium.37 True to its traditions, Queensland mined the raw material 

 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Original arrest sheets prepared at the Brisbane ‘watchhouse” 

(holding jail). 1967. Radical Times Archive. 
http://radicaltimes.info/  

37 The origins of Australia’s uranium export policy – Parliament 
of Australia. 2011. 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_
Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/2011-
2012/UraniumPolicy  
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in Mary Kathleen, in North Queensland and transported it to Brisbane, by 

train, where it would be loaded and shipped. Concerned about the safety of 

transporting yellowcake through Brisbane, the Campaign against Nuclear 

Power (CANP) began protesting at Brisbane’s Hamilton Wharf. On 

September 4. 1977, the Premier announced that “the day of the political street 

march is over… [d]on’t bother applying for a permit. You won’t get one”.38 

Next, Bjelke-Petersen dissolved Parliament and called an election for 

November 12, 1977. 

Political activists immediately realised that this ban was another 

instance of social injustice in Brisbane, and that this one was aimed 

specifically at dissenters who were critical of or protesting against the state 

government. As Wells points out,  

all street marches are political. The Anzac Day march is as 
political as an anti-uranium demonstration; the difference is that 
Petersen feels threatened by the politics of one group but not the 
other, so only the anti-uranium march is banned.39 

 
It was noted that Anzac Day, Labour Day, and religious processions were 

excluded from the ban. The Churches in Brisbane could see the injustice in 

the government’s decision to ban street marches. They cancelled their Palm 

Sunday procession in 1978, to bring attention to the injustice of the selective 

ban.40 The Churches received a stern warning from the Premier. 

This 1977-1979 campaign saw a change in the character of protest. 

Women took an increased role in the campaign. The women’s movement in 

Queensland was established. Women’s liberation actively campaigned on 

women’s reproductive issues. Women’s House and the Brisbane Rape Crisis 

Centre were operating. Films shot during the campaign show women, 

including Carole Ferrier and Jane Gruchy, speaking at the microphone and 

assuming leadership roles.41 Maris Element, an eighteen-year-old student, 

 
38 Plunkett, M. & Summy, R. 1980. Civil Liberties in 

Queensland a Nonviolent Political Campaign. Social 
Alternatives, 1(6), 74. 

39 Wells, D. The Deep North. Outback Press Pty. Ltd. 1979, p. 
33. 

40 Wells, 1979, p. 55. 
41 Pritchard, J. (Producer) & Pelissier L. (Producer). 1979. 

Queensland Dossier [Video]. Sydney: Filmnews.; 
Mannison, L., Monsour, J., & Curr, I. (Producers). 1977. If 
you don’t fight, You Lose. [Film]. Brisbane.  
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proved herself a capable administrator. She was highly skilled at organisation: 

she chaired meetings, managed administrative work, including record-

keeping. She organised court appearances for those who were arrested, and 

bailed people out of the watch-house. She organised the publication of a 

manual, Not Guilty, through which demonstrators who might be arrested were 

given advice and tips on what they should expect. Element, and her team, are 

reported as doing the real work of political activist defence during the Right 

to March campaign.42 

Protesters battling the Queensland government for the Right to March 

realised that considerable expense was entailed in bringing extra police into 

the city from country areas to assist in policing illegal protest events.43 

Demonstrators began to change their tactics to put economic pressure on the 

government. Protesters were advised to be arrested en masse, then to plead 

Not Guilty, as that would mean tying up financial resources, for example, in 

police processing of the large number of arrested protesters, and again in 

clogging the courts with prosecutions after they pleaded Not Guilty. This 

approach was to have a significant effect on the state budget. Plunkett and 

Summy examined the economics of the banning of street marches in 1977, 

reporting that “the ban cost the State at the very least $4.5 million in police 

overtime bills, etc., the direct costs to the movement in fines, forfeited bail 

and extras was only $115,000”; therefore, “it was costing the Government 

$2,250 per arrested demonstrator and the movement about $57”.44 This was 

confirmed in an Auditor-General’s Report 1977-1978, which explained 

increases in police expenses.45 Deane Wells reports an attempt by the Premier 

to recover costs, claiming that documentary evidence is available to prove 

that “a Queensland citizen, who was fined for street marching, that part of her 

fine, payable to the Police Commissioner via the Magistrate’s Court was 

stipulated as being to cover the costs of the arresting policeman’s fare from a 

country centre to Brisbane, the scene of the attempted march”.46 Political 

 
42 Curr, I. 2006. Not Guilty. Workers BushTelegraph. 
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43 Plunkett & Summy, 1980, 85. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Wells, D. 1979., p. 56, and Chapter 4, Footnote 7, p. 131. 
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activists tied up economic resources, made the government and the police 

look foolish, and consequently, did little to endear themselves to the 

authorities. They were, however, successful in bringing awareness of the 

matter of expenses to the general public. 

 
FOCO Club 
 

Another local initiative in Brisbane was the FOCO Club, formed in 1968. 

Young people in Brisbane felt they were missing out on cultural activities, 

and as activism and political debate grew, they looked for activities suited to 

their age group. “[R]estrictive legislation which kept all venues in Brisbane 

closed on a Sunday”,47 seemed to be another injustice. Taking the initiative 

and manufacturing their own entertainment, in line with their own interests, 

was one way to gain some justice in relation to entertainment. Membership, 

consisting of an annual fee and a weekly entry fee, allowed FOCO to 

circumvent the legislation. These gatherings were visible, new, and exciting 

for the young, but the reaction of the authorities showed that they considered 

FOCO threatening.48 

FOCO operated as a mélange of cultural and political forms, seeking to 

provide an outlet for radical film, music, poetry and art not provided by other 

youth cultural venues in Brisbane, whilst facilitating the dissemination and 

discussion of New Left political theory and action”.49 Significant multi-

cultural activities including music bands, left-wing films from the Soviet 

Union, and French art films, folk singing, drama with The Tribe, political 

debate, poetry reading, and dance quickly made FOCO a popular venue for 

young people in Brisbane.  

 
47 Neilsen, F. & Gray, P. 2013. “Australia's Most Evil and 

Repugnant Nightspot”: The FOCO Club, Brisbane, 1968-
69 Recollections by Frank Neilsen and History by Peter 
Gray. Labour History: A Journal of Labour and Social 
History. (105), 223. 

48 Piccini, J. 2009. “Building their own scene to do their own 
thing”. Imagining and contesting space/s in Brisbane’s 
youth radicalisation: 1968-76., [Honours Thesis], p. 29. 

49 Piccini, J. 2011a. ‘A Group of misguided way out 
individuals’: the Old Left and the Student Movement in 
Brisbane: 1966-70. The Queensland Journal of Labour 
History, March(12), 19-33. 
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Consistent with a politically conscious cohort, when a name was chosen 

for the FOCO Club, it had a political origin. FOCO was created in 1968, the 

year that the Cuban government declared ‘Year of the Heroic Guerrilla’. It 

was the year that the iconic wall poster of Che Guevara was created and made 

its way onto millions of walls, meeting spaces, and city streets globally. Che 

Guevara, who had been killed in Bolivia the previous year, was emerging as 

a romantic revolutionary leader. Neilsen and Gray recalled in their 2013 

journal article that “FOCO is a Spanish word meaning focus, or centre, and 

was connected to Che Guevara’s “Foco” [sic] theory of revolutionary 

warfare; where a small group of activists could instigate a society-changing 

rebellion by provoking its previously conformist population to revolt”. It was 

fortunate that the Queensland government, like many community members, 

“presumed that the name, “FOCO,” had something to do with folk music”.50 

Jon Piccini wrote that: 

more than a mere semiotic allusion, Foco [sic] was imagined by 
its organisers as a truly, by Brisbane standards, utopic space: one 
which attempted to unite working class youths with middle class 
students in a location where the borders between politics and 
culture were consciously undermined.51  
 

Greater freedoms were available for these young people than in groups 

that were chaperoned by adults. Adults were involved in a minor way in 

FOCO, providing advice and acting as a buffer between FOCO members and 

others, when disputes arose. Consequently, the censorship which occurred in 

general society could be avoided at FOCO. FOCO Club’s membership was 

closed at 2500, though it was opened again, and grew to 3200. The Club 

brought large numbers of young people into the city on Sunday evenings. 

Attending FOCO may not have constituted the education chosen by their 

parents and the authorities, but members avidly and thoughtfully absorbed 

informal education at FOCO. 

The FOCO Club was a deliberate attempt to build solidarity between 

young students and workers.52 These allies found common ground through 

 
50 Neilsen, & Gray, 2013, 221. 
51 Piccini, J. 2010. “Australia’s Most Evil and Repugnant 

Nightspot”: Foco Club and transnational politics in 
Brisbane’s ’68,’. Dialogues E-Journal, 1(8), 8. 

52 Zetlin, D. 2012. Pay equity: Still some way to go. The 
Queensland Journal of Labour History, September(15), 6. 
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their protests against the Vietnam War and Conscription, and through the 

Civil Liberties campaign in 1967. Holding FOCO in Trades Hall provided 

some protection from police raids.  

Diane Zetlin and Brian Laver were employed by the Trades and Labour 

Council (TLC), working for the TLC leader, Alex McDonald. McDonald 

played a pivotal role in the “close co-operation between the Queensland 

Union Movement [and] the Left-wing student movement of the 1960s”.53 A 

partnership formed in which the third floor of Trades Hall was provided, and 

the members of FOCO ran the Club. Diane Zetlin grew up in Brisbane and 

began studying at the University of Queensland in 1964. Interested in the arts, 

particularly drama, theatre and film making, Zetlin used these skills in taking 

an active role in setting up the FOCO Club in 1968. She commented that, by 

1968, there were moves to “bridg[e] the gap between the traditions of labour 

and the novelty of student protest…a challenging priority for a union 

movement”.54 To this end, the FOCO Club was formed as “a youth centre 

centred in a conservative Trades Hall, run by young radicals whose idealism 

far outstripped their pragmatism”.55  

Interviewee Lynda Boland, scarcely mentioned in secondary literature, 

spoke of the value of FOCO Club, where she was involved in setting up and 

preparing the venue. During the week she took part in collating the FOCO 

Newsletter in The Cellar. She recognised that, through these opportunities, 

she found an “organised way into politics”.56  

The effectiveness of FOCO led to a backlash by conservative political 

forces and, significantly, their rhetoric concentrated on women’s roles, 

respectability, and public morality. Furthermore, Neilsen and Gray wrote of 

the misrepresentation of women in their article, “‘Australia's Most Evil and 

Repugnant Nightspot’: The FOCO Club, Brisbane, 1968-69”.57 In the federal 
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parliament, on the evening of 12–13 September, 1968, Member for Griffith 

in the House of Representatives, Don Cameron, claimed that “leadership of 

FOCO could ‘arrange a young woman for a whole night in a matter of 

seconds’ for a standard asking price of $10”.58 These comments, which 

exploited parliamentary privilege and the media, were a further injustice to 

young people. The comments had a marked effect on FOCO, initiating a 

parental panic that reduced the membership and attendance considerably. 

FOCO was a short lived, but successful, initiative by young people in 

Brisbane, meeting on the third floor of Trades Hall from March 1968 until 

October 1968, then continued in West End, until it dissolved in September 

1969.  

 
The Northern (Bowen Hills) Freeway Campaign 
 

The progressive nature of society and the various steps taken, either forward 

or backward, meant that new issues of protest arose as time moved on. The 

issues that initially stimulated the interviewed women’s interest in social 

justice altered, and new, unanticipated issues emerged. One of the emergent 

issues was the injustice being dealt to people living in the suburb of Bowen 

Hills.59 In 1972, the Queensland government had approved the building of a 

freeway to the northern suburbs. Work began, with land and houses being 

resumed. Activists, including Betty Hounslow and Debra Beattie, worked on 

a campaign to assist the local residents, who were being urged by government 

agencies to accept unfair lower prices for their land and houses.60 

In 1979, Patrick Mullins wrote a series of articles about the Bowen Hills 

Freeway protests. Mullins concluded that the emergence of the Brisbane 

Freeway Protest and Compensation Committee (BFPCC) was “related to 

changes within Australian capitalism and its pattern of urban…growth”,61 and 

explained how it was tied to the urban contradictions between transport and 
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housing needs caused by the rapid growth of cities in the 1960s. He argued 

that the social and urban struggles in the 1970s were linked structurally and 

organisationally and were, therefore, not isolated from other social issues. 

The Committee received widespread support from the environmental 

movement, Trade Unions, the Catholic Church, the student movement, the 

Brisbane priests’ union, and the ALP.62  

In 1974, Betty Hounslow took an important leadership role when she 

was appointed as the Co-ordinator of the Northern Freeway and 

Compensation Committee. Debra Beattie reconnected with Hounslow and 

became involved in the Bowen Hills freeway protests. She said that she “used 

to drive [the protesters] out to the demonstrations [and] that really cemented 

[her] actions”.63 Beattie described how fearful she felt at a Bowen Hills 

freeway protest when police chased Hounslow after a confrontation, and 

again, as she saw a young man beaten by police and thrown into a fence.64  

At times, the Bowen Hill Freeway protests became quite emotional. 

Bowen Hills was home to older adults and migrants. Two women residents of 

Bowen Hills were interviewed for the film, The Battle for Bowen Hills. One 

woman, Mary Tisdall, close to tears, told of her failed attempts to negotiate 

an acceptable outcome regarding her house. She then related how the protest 

committee helped her when she joined. Another woman, Grace Kuhl, 

explained that the government seemed to have targeted the elderly and the 

New Australians, and described the terror these residents felt when put under 

pressure.65 She also advocated for increasing strength through mass action 

rather than trying to act alone. Both women were successful in remaining in 

their own homes when work stopped permanently on the freeway, due to the 

actions of the protest committee and the rapidly rising costs of construction.66 

The Bowen Hills Freeway protests revealed Betty Hounslow to be a 

natural leader. She was able to provide inspiration and hope to the people. In 

the film, The Battle for Bowen Hills, she is seen addressing meetings of 

residents, confronting lines of police, and later being chased by a police 

officer. The element of performance was integral to her role in the protests, 

 
62 Mullins, 1979a, 542-552. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid, 1982, 17:27. 
65 Ibid, 1982, 8:07. 
66 Gray & Lane, 1982, 19:56. 
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since the matter of people losing their homes is an emotive event. McGarry 

et al wrote of the importance of the “performative component of protest 

movements”,67 and in Brisbane, many performances were highlighted during 

protest events. A skilled speaker could perform at the microphone, during 

rallies or demonstrations. Other examples include street theatre and the 

singing of protest songs or chanting of slogans. All these could be planned 

performances. Sometimes, protesters could be driven by the emotions of the 

moment and find themselves performing spontaneously. In one scene, 

Hounslow is seen haranguing police, telling them that: 

there is fucking hundreds of people in Brisbane that have got 
nowhere to live. This house is not needed for a year. It’s irrational, 
totally and completely irrational. And you’re part of it. Don’t 
think you’re just doing a job. You’re not, you’re being used by 
the government, you’re being used by repressive agencies against 
people…68 

 
Her performance broke many of the golden rules of ideal womanhood in 

Queensland. She was neither quiet nor subservient, especially when she was 

yelling at the police, representatives of authority, and using unacceptable 

language.69 This is a clear example of how far some women had been moved 

by the social injustice, and explains why they became more radical. Not only 

had she rejected the expected behaviour of women in the state, but she had 

also been part of a movement which created a paid position for her. 

 
Radio Station 4ZZZ 
 
A fourth important area of activity for women bent on achieving social justice 

in Brisbane during the period studied was Radio station 4ZZZ , which became 

a powerful voice of dissent in the city. It built a wide audience which far 

exceeded the university campus. An important role in the establishment of 

4ZZZ was played by Helen Hambling. In 1974, Hambling enrolled in an Arts 

degree at the University of Queensland. Within a few months, she became 

involved in the University of Queensland Students’ Union Media Committee 

 
67 McGarry, A., Jenzen, O., Eslen-Ziya, H., Erhart, I., & Korkut, 

U., 2019. Beyond the iconic protest images: the 
performance of ‘everyday life’ on social media during 
Gezi Park, Social Movement Studies, 18(3), 284. 

68 Gray & Lane, 1982, 17:05.  
69 Gray & Lane, 1982. 
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(the Broadcasting committee).70 This committee emerged from a long history 

of Left activity in Queensland, the most recent during the Vietnam War 

protests when left-wing activists raised funds and purchased their own 

printing press.71 This allowed them to mass produce leaflets and pamphlets 

for distribution. It was very difficult for the extra-parliamentary opposition in 

Queensland to have their side of stories told in mainstream media. The 

mainstream media was used by the Bjelke-Petersen government to stifle 

debate. Furthermore, as Ross Fitzgerald has observed, censorship reflected 

“the nature of Queensland society – its moral traditionalism, and the 

identification of a populist political elite with Christian fundamentalism 

and other ‘conservative ideologies’”.72 A healthy alternative press grew up 

in Brisbane. The divergent reports of events in the opposing media outlets 

provided some balance to media reporting due to the enterprise of activists 

who remained independent and innovative in creating their own media 

sources.  

In 1975, the Broadcasting Committee applied for a licence for an FM 

radio station which would be based on the campus at the University of 

Queensland. Two women, Susan Horton and Marian Wilkinson, were 

involved in preparing the submission, and were named as applicants on the 

document. The application was submitted in February 1975. The proposed 

radio station had explicitly political aims:  

• To provide an alternative source of information to that which 

was provided by the mainstream media. 

• To provide a training ground for other people so that they could 

acquire skills outside the mainstream, that would allow them 

access to the mainstream. 

• To demystify the media, and  

 
70 Hambling, H, Interview with the researcher, October 16, 

2015. 
71 Knight, A. 2001, September. Won’t get fooled again: Radio 

journalism and the birth of community radio. [Paper 
presentation]. Australian Media Traditions 2001 
Conference, ‘Continuity and Change’, Rockhampton, 
Queensland, 3. 

72 Fitzgerald, R. 1984, Censorship in Queensland 1954-83. 
Australian Journal of Politics & History, 30(3), 348. 
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• To broadcast Australian music.73  

These aims were consistent with the ongoing, visionary ideals of social 

justice. The application was successful, and the first broadcast aired in 

December 1975.  

Women took on all sorts of work so that the radio station could begin 

broadcasting. There was a need for a building to house the radio station and 

numerous women, including Margot Foster, Brenda Mattock and Helen 

Hambling, worked as volunteer bricklayers.74 They were happy to ignore, or 

disregard, the gender barrier and to contribute to “men’s work”. Once 

operating, programming included regular sessions “Through the Looking 

Glass” and “Megaherzz”. These programs were presented by women 

broadcasters for women listeners. Women worked in a variety of roles with 

Helen Hambling (announcer), Marian Wilkinson, Margot Foster, and Linden 

Woodward (journalists), Carole Ferrier (volunteer announcer), Susan Horton 

(volunteer producer) and others, either being employed or working in a 

voluntary capacity. Each worker at the station, whether male or female, had 

a say in the programming and running of the station. Hambling, a presenter 

on the feminist program, was very conscious of arguing for broadening the 

content rather than narrowing it into particular interest programs.75 

4ZZZ provided women some opportunity for journalistic work 

involving political commentary. Employment as a political journalist was 

almost impossible for women in Brisbane. Jan Williams wrote in 1973 that 

“traditions such as that preventing all women other than M.P.s from sitting in 

the lobby of parliament continue[d] to discriminate against women 

journalists”, making it impossible for them to work as political journalists in 

the State Parliament76. Announcers on the radio station became providers of 

education and this gave young women opportunities to take part in public 

actions and roles that would not only increase their visibility but build their 

employable skills. The station quickly built a significant team of young 

 
73 Knight, 2001, 7. 
74 Dickson, B. (Camera man). (1975). Building 4ZZZ Radio 

Studio, Brisbane, Australia. [Film]. Hare Gumboot Films., 
2:34. 

75 H. Hambling, Interview with the researcher, October 16, 
2015. 

76 Williams, J. 1973. Women in Queensland State Politics. 
Refractory Girl, 4(Spring), 15. 
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journalists and was responsible for breaking news stories such as the Cedar 

Bay Raid in North Queensland.77  

Some of the women who were interviewed described their roles with 

4ZZZ. Anne Jones became involved with 4ZZZ, as a volunteer, working on 

Radio Times, the station’s magazine. She went on to become Editor of Semper 

Floreat, and subsequently became involved in publishing the second iteration 

of Cane Toad Times. She could also be found contributing to theatrical 

productions of political satire and parody. She found that through these media 

she could be “quite overtly political…and ambitious…trying to seize control 

of Queensland culture from the Bjelke-Petersen government”.78 Her 

comments demonstrated that these cultural activities, a counterculture, 

provided activists with a certain amount of power which could not be gained 

in accepted ways at the time.  

Helen Hambling said that she had experienced internalised restrictions 

and stereotyping as a girl and young woman, but felt that, in 1975, when she 

was a broadcaster at 4ZZZ, “if anything I had an advantage, you know 

because people wanted a woman’s voice”.79 Hambling’s feelings were related 

to the barriers enforced when she was a girl and to societal expectations of 

the role of women in Queensland. The women in the seventies gave 

themselves permission to dispel their internal voices to, and challenge 

themselves to move into new realms.  

 
77 In 1976, a group of hippies lived in an isolated commune at 

Cedar Bay in North Queensland. Queensland police, 
suspicious of drug trafficking by members, raided the 
commune. It was reported that the residents were detained 
without charge, that police destroyed their belongings, cut 
down trees in the orchard, destroyed vegetable gardens, 
food stores, and burnt the huts. A number of residents 
were arrested and prosecuted, although no news reports 
appeared in mainstream media. Photographs of the 
damage appeared, and the story was followed up by 4ZZZ 
and one Sunday newspaper. Later it was reported on 
current affairs program This Day Tonight. The public 
sympathised with the residents, and questioned the 
government and police actions. Mistakes were made in the 
court system. Police Commissioner ordered an 
investigation. The Premier defended the police.  

78 Anne Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 30, 
2015. 

79 H. Hambling, Interview with the researcher, October 16, 
2015. 
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A willingness to take risks, and the demand for women in a wider range 

of roles, led women into new opportunities. Helen Hambling's experiences of 

working at 4ZZZ while a university student, where she felt like a free agent, 

empowered by feminism, brought her, and her partner, to “whip[ ] up a 

submission to the Brisbane City Council …we didn’t really know what we 

were doing but we wrote such a great submission they gave it to us, and… it 

was fun…”80 She also referred to their youthful self-belief which, combined 

with bravado, led them to do  

it for a couple of years…we didn’t go bankrupt so…that was just 
part of that youthful… ‘we can do anything’ because I actually 
did think we could do anything because…because I’d just blown 
into university and then somebody said “well why don’t we get a 
radio station” and we did, and…”81 

 

She believes that, paradoxically, women living in a very vital sub-culture 

could pay dividends since they were prepared to take a bolder view, confident 

that they could make broader change.82 Hambling’s political activism centred 

on the station. Simply being involved in 4ZZZ was a political action, as those 

who worked there were intent on providing, through the medium of radio, a 

progressive voice to women, Aboriginal people, and to gay and lesbian 

people.  

In their interviews, the women identified their awareness of social 

justice issues. They were influenced by their religion and education, by issues 

of law, by the Newman Society and by the UQ Forum. They were also 

influenced by their social work studies, women’s liberation, and volunteer 

work as teenagers with juvenile detainees. As time moved on, the women 

became active participants in challenging the government on the Traffic Act, 

and on freedom of speech and assembly. They played a significant role in 

creating the innovative FOCO Club. They worked closely with the residents 

in Bowen Hills to ensure they were fairly treated by the government and the 

Brisbane City Council. Women were influential in launching radio station 

4ZZZ and they played significant roles as employees and volunteers. 

This chapter has examined this issue of social justice through four 

activities local to the city of Brisbane. The chapter began by examining 

 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
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definitions of social justice and through the voices of the women interviewed 

who shared their concerns about inequality in society. The chapter then 

proceeded to examine in detail the Civil Liberties March in 1967, its origins 

in the Traffic Act, and the numerous attempts at negotiation. An examination 

of police actions and public debate about the event was undertaken about this 

pivotal event in Queensland history. The chapter identified how issues came 

and went, how they could snowball and, how new and unexpected issues 

could rise. In 1977, the Right to March campaign was another instance of 

selective inequality in Brisbane. Demonstrators, and their supporters, battled 

the government for more than two years, using different methods which 

changed the character of street marches in Queensland. The examination of 

the FOCO Club demonstrated that the young people in Brisbane were 

proactive in creating and managing their own entertainment venue. FOCO 

was a very popular, but short-lived, phenomenon which brought together 

groups of young people of different backgrounds to share cultural, political, 

and artistic entertainment. It suffered from a major backlash when mentioned 

negatively in the federal parliament, an action that led to parental panic. 

Shortly after this, FOCO ceased. The Bowen Hills Freeway protests saw an 

alliance formed between the suburb’s residents, the Catholic Church, 

university students and the unions to fight the unfairness of the land 

resumptions needed to build the freeway. Betty Hounslow took a leadership 

role in the Compensation Committee. She brought information to the 

residents, explaining how they were being duped into accepting lower prices 

for their houses and land, and the difficulties they would have in trying to buy 

another home. The residents found that they were stronger when acting as a 

group rather than individuals. This section demonstrated the danger that could 

face women when facing the police during protest events. Women were 

deeply involved in the design, launch and management of radio station 4ZZZ 

in 1975. The station was another example of proactive creation of a service 

by young people. Women were involved in writing the application for the 

licence, in building the studio, and were employed as journalists and 

announcers. This station provided an opposing program to mainstream media; 

it allowed the evasion of some censorship, and has been responsible for 

breaking news in Queensland. The station continues to be a very successful 

venture, and still broadcasts in Brisbane today. These four areas of activity 
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showed that confronting issues of unfairness and inequality could inspire a 

wide range of methods, unexpected collaborations, and the development of 

innovative strategies to move toward the desired vision they wanted in 

Queensland society.  

Despite the achievements described in this chapter, not all issues could 

be successfully resolved. There were powerful factors mitigating the 

effectiveness of women’s activism. The violent and intimidatory actions of 

police, alluded to in this chapter, were significant impediments to activism, 

and the next chapter will delve more deeply into these actions and their 

effects.  
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Chapter Four The complexity of protest 1967-1982: 
 challenges and new alliances 
 

What a field-day for the heat 
A thousand people in the street 
Singing songs and carrying signs 
 
Paranoia strikes deep 
Into your life it will creep 
It starts when you're always afraid 
You step out of line, the man come and take you away 
 Stephen Stills. For What’s it’s Worth, 1966. 

 
One of the major challenges facing women who were involved in protest 

during the period of study was the violence affecting events or the women’s 

actions. Two occasions in which women met with violence will be examined 

in this chapter: the January 1967 protest against the visiting South Vietnamese 

Prime Minister, and the Springbok Protests of July 1971. I will look first at 

the violence of police treatment of Norma Chalmers during the January 1967 

protest against Air Vice-Marshall Ky, and explain the way the incident was 

publicised following the events. I will examine the way various publications 

reported the incident and show how memory can distort or misrepresent 

events. I will then discuss the violent incidents during the Springbok Protests 

in July 1971.  

Violence was instigated by the police, and widely reported in the news 

after the events. Following the discussion of these two significant events, I 

will broaden the focus of the chapter to analyse the complex contexts of 

protest during the period of study; I will explore the roles of women and the 

ways in which the radicalisation of the early women’s movement brought 

women to lead protests which focused on their own needs. This analysis, in 

turn, will begin to uncover important synergies and new alliances in protest 

activities and between protesters during the period of study.  

By exploring the early women’s movement, and its relationship with 

the Aboriginal protest movement, I will show how these groups moved closer, 

forming new understandings and alliances. Taking the Springbok protests as 

an important case-study, I will show how the events opened debate about 

racial segregation and paved the way for a significant change in the 

relationship between the women’s movement and the Aboriginal protest 

movement. To conclude this investigation of the complex context of protests 
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during the period 1967-1982, I will return to the issue of violence and 

intimidation, this time more synoptically, through a focus on the actions of 

the Queensland police and the methods they used to deal with female 

protesters. I will show that the police used a range of methods to instil fear in 

the women, and argue that intimidation and violence became a regular, and 

expected, part of political protest events in Brisbane. 

 
The Ky Protest, January 1967 

 

Violent incidents involving the police were part of the earliest demonstrations 

considered in this study and continued through the whole fifteen years the 

women’s movement was politically active in Queensland. The protest against 

the visit by the South Vietnamese President, Air Vice-Marshal Ky, was a 

significant moment. A crowd estimated at 2000 gathered outside Lennon’s 

Hotel in George Street on the evening of 20 January 1967.1 Some were there 

to support and others to demonstrate against the Ky visit. Reports show that 

there was a significant number of women in the crowd.  

When violence broke out against women protesters, it initially caused 

some shock in the community, since previously women seemed less 

susceptible to violent attack. Women had been lightly treated by police during 

their various protests and Norma Chalmers, the object of police attack, may 

have expected to have been immune to police heavy-handedness. 

Organisations of the Old Left would have been unlikely to send a man beyond 

the barricades to deliver a letter to a foreign dignitary. Whether Chalmers 

took it upon herself to undertake the task or was sent by an organisation is 

unknown. 

The incident involving Norma Chalmers was not the only incident that 

ended in injury that evening. It is, however, one of the few that has been 

widely reported from a range of directions. Chalmers walked up the stairs and 

into the foyer at Lennons Hotel. Since she was a well-known leftist activist, 

she was recognised by police and escorted out and across the street. She 

planned to hand a letter, from the Anti-Ky Protest Committee to the Air Vice-

Marshall. When the Ky car arrived, she ducked under the barrier and crossed 

 
1 Deery, P. 2015. “Lock up Holt, throw away Ky”: The visit to 

Australia of Prime Minister Ky, 1967. Labour History, 
109(Dec 2015), 56. 
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the street and attempted to make the delivery. Caught by police, she was 

thrown to the ground and kicked numerous times and rolled back under the 

barricade. Her husband was arrested when he attempted to go to her aid. Later, 

she had to wait for some hours for her husband to be bailed and take her to 

the hospital. She was photographed sitting on the footpath, with her shoes off, 

foot bandaged and stockings torn (Figure 5). The incident was reported by 

several left publications.2  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Vilma Ward (left), and Norma Chalmers (right) with her injured 
foot, sustained after being kicked and beaten by the police during the anti-
Ky demonstration outside Lennons Hotel in January 1967. Grahame Garner 
Collection, F3400, Folder 5, item 148. 

 

Marbles, the newsletter of the Youth Campaign Against Conscription, 

reported that the  

first incident occurred when Mrs Norma Chalmers broke through 
the barricades and rushed toward the hotel. She was immediately 
knocked her [sic] to the ground by about a dozen policemen, who 
began kicking her. It was later discovered that she suffered a 
broken leg from the kicks she received.3  

 
This same incident was recorded by Pam Young, in her book about the Union 

of Australian Women, where she writes that  

 
2 Tribune, 25 January 1967, p. 1.; Marbles, Youth Campaign 

Against Conscription, January 1967, UQFL193, Union of 
Australian Women Collection, University of Queensland, 
Brisbane, Queensland, Australia; Young, P. 1998. Daring 
to take a stand: the story of the Union of Australian 
Women in Queensland. Pam Young. p. 97. 

3 Youth Campaign Against Conscription, 1967, Marbles, 
UQFL193. Union of Australian Women Collection. Box 8, 
Fryer Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane, 
Queensland, Australia. 
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UAW members were horrified to witness the Secretary of the 
Peace Committee, Norma Chalmers being knocked to the ground 
and harassed violently by five police when she attempted to 
deliver a letter to Air Vice-Marshall Ky. She suffered a broken 
bone in her instep.4  

 
Her daughter, Janet Chalmers Hayes, recalled that Chalmers was dressed up 

and walked into the bar at Lennons and ordered a drink. When the police 

realised who she was, “they grabbed her and tossed her out on to the street 

and five of the security policed kicked her in a circle until they broke her foot, 

broke a bone in her, in her ankle, heel, actually…”5 Hayes also mentioned 

that her mother sent her a photo of her (Norma) sitting there “with all her 

stockings ripped and all her foot all swollen and her handbag spread out on 

the ground”.6 Her memory of the photo corresponds with a photograph of 

Chalmers and Vilma Ward sitting in the street gutter, a photo that shows 

Chalmers’ injury (See Figure 5). Memory is variable and some details of 

Janet’s narrative differ from those of other reports of the incident. However, 

these memories, in their differing forms, show how this single incident was 

received and how it rippled through groups of women as a vivid event which 

gave rise to strong emotions.  

The women interviewed claimed that the actions and attitudes of the 

Queensland Police Force constituted significant difficulties during their 

activism. Women had experience of authoritarian violence in homes, and at 

schools, as it seemed to have been part of the culture in the state. Lesley Synge 

explains the link between governmental authority and police actions and 

gives a good illustration of the sense of violence in Queensland society. She 

said that 

…it was shocking the way the police behaved…but in a way we 
quickly adapted to it because I think we had seen so much 
violence around us, as young people…we weren’t particularly 
surprised that the police would just stride into demonstrations 
and, for example, grab me, and any of the people around me. It 

 
4 Young, 1998, p. 97. 
5 Hayes, J. in Willis, R. & Cameron B. [Interviewers]. 2004. 

Janet Hayes interviewed by Rob Willis in the Voices of the 
bush oral history project. [sound recording]. ORAL TRC 
5120/1-2. National Library of Australia, 51:14. 

6 Ibid. 
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was both a surprise and yet for some reason it also felt quite 
logical.7  

 
Public debates following such events often revolve around the key issue 

of who can rightfully claim the moral high ground.8 Wahlström wrote that 

storytelling after violent events were used to make sense of, and evaluate, 

often quite chaotic and ambiguous processes of violent confrontation9 and the 

actions of the UAW and New Left leader Brian Laver may be an example of 

this. After the Ky demonstration, three activists spoke out against the police. 

Their subsequent actions may be indicative of the shock and anger that was 

felt about the injury to Norma Chalmers. There was certainly a perception of 

wrongdoing by the police, as demonstrated by the recorded minutes of the 

UAW Executive Committee’s January meeting, which highlighted the police 

brutality during Marshall Ky’s visit.10 The Management Committee agreed to 

call for witnesses to the assault to come forward and agreed to write a letter 

to the Police Union, drawing attention to police brutality. They also recorded 

that the UAW would cooperate with any movement that was developing 

against brutal police action.11 A paid advertisement, signed by Brian Laver, 

Norma Chalmers and Vilma Ward, was placed in The Courier Mail, calling 

for “first hand reports of how some police handled demonstrators in George 

Street, Brisbane (opposite Lennons) last Friday night”. Taking the moral high 

ground, the advertisement asked, “should there be an open inquiry into police 

methods?”12 Although the demonstration was over, the evening’s incidents 

and the advertisement set the stage for future conflict between the police and 

demonstrators.  

 
7 L. Synge, Interview with the researcher, Brisbane, 24 October 

2015. 
8 Wahlström, 2011, 367. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Union of Australian Women, 1967, Executive meeting 

minutes, UQFL193 Union of Australian Women 
Collection, Box 2, Folder 2, Fryer Library, University of 
Queensland, Brisbane, Australia. 

11 Union of Australian Women, 1967, Management committee 
meeting minutes, UQFL193 Union of Australian Women 
Collection, Box 2, Folder 2, Fryer Library, University of 
Queensland, Brisbane, Australia. 

12 1967. “What police did to anti-Ky demonstrators”. The 
Courier Mail, p.4. 
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Phillip Deery argued that the Ky demonstrations were the first 

indication of the “emergence of a broadly based, autonomous anti-war 

movement. Despite ASIO assessments to the contrary, [the new movement] 

was not dominated by or beholden to the CPA”.13 Young activists of the New 

Left, at this stage, were working actively with the Old Left in Brisbane. 

However, they were moving toward operating without the organisational 

infrastructure that in the past would have been assured by the CPA 

leadership”.14  

 
The Springbok Protests, July 1971 

 

Further violence took place in 1971, when the South African Springbok team 

arrived to play a series of rugby union matches. Premier Bjelke-Petersen 

watched as the violence and disruption followed the team from state to state. 

Ruthless in his determination to prevent similar protests to those seen in other 

Australian states, Bjelke-Petersen appropriated the use of the Exhibition 

Ground for the match and declared a State of Emergency, for the entire month 

of July, to protect the Springbok team while in Queensland.  

Previously, States of Emergency in Australia had been declared during 

strike actions or severe weather events; the declaration of a State of 

Emergency to protect a sporting team and to allow the matches to proceed 

was a new tactic found only in Queensland. The first event was on 21 July 

1971. Two thousand protesters marched against the declaration of the State 

of Emergency from the University of Queensland to Roma Street Forum and 

then on to Parliament House. Violent clashes occurred and thirty-six were 

arrested.15 This was the first indication of the events to come while the 

Springbok team was in Brisbane.  

On the following evening, a crowd of protesters gathered at the Tower 

Mill Motel, where the Springboks were staying. The police charged into the 

crowd, without provocation. The following are reports from various primary 

sources. Raymond Evans wrote: 

Those present managed a few ragged rounds of ‘Seig Heil!’ and 
‘Springboks Go Home!’ before the police, with insufficient prior 

 
13 Deery, 2015, 68. 
14 Ibid, 2015, 74. 
15 Evans, R. In Evans, R., & Ferrier, C., (Eds.) 2004. Radical 

Brisbane an unruly history, Vulgar Press, p. 280. 
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warning, moved in upon them on the order to ‘clear the footpath’. 
As the first line of police, around 100 yards long, charge forward, 
the demonstrators had little choice but to turn and flee into the 
pitch-dark, down the abrupt descent of Wickham Park. They are 
followed, shoved, knocked down and attacked with fists, batons 
and boots, as the plain-clothes officers among their ranks now turn 
upon them. The park is filled with cries.16 
 

Student, Kingsley Bedwell, reported that:  

a phalanx of police rushed forward in a choreographed 
movement. The response was reflexive. With other protesters, I 
beat a hasty retreat down the steep and unlit embankment to be 
confronted by either non-uniformed police or vigilantes 
indiscriminately assaulting the retreating protesters.17  
 

He quickly returned to Wickham Terrace when he realised that he had left his 

girlfriend outside the Tower Mill. On his return, he was met by four 

‘brownshirts’, the name given by protesters to the police brought in from the 

country, as their uniforms were brown, while the city police wore blue.18 

Bedwell was recognised and attacked again, and found himself “on the 

pavement, my glasses knocked off and stomped on. I felt boots in my ribs and 

thigh. I was afraid for how it was going to end”.19 Later, he was interviewed 

by a reporter from Radio ABC AM program, who approached him, and 

remembered: 

the police slowly edged away as a young chap in his twenties 
holding a microphone approached and introduced himself as an 
ABC AM reporter. I can’t recall much of what I said in that 
interview with my heart racing and ribs hurting, wondering how 
badly I was injured” [but] can recall remarking something to the 
effect of: I can’t believe this could happen in Australia [Original 
emphasis].20 
 

Ray Evans, in Radical Brisbane: an unruly history, writes that he listened, in 

2004, to an ABC audio tape, The Sounds of the Seventies, and heard “a panic 

driven female voice”:  

Eight rows of policemen and they just suddenly…got the word 
and …they chased us down the hill…we jumped over the 
fence…over the way and just pushing, pushing; all these plain-
clothed guys…haven’t got a thing on [i.e. Means of 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Bedwell, K. in Shaw, E. 2019. (Ed.). Bjelke Blues. AndAlso 

Books, p. 43. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid, 2019, p. 44. 
20 Ibid, 2019, p. 48. 
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identification] [sic] punching, just punching on the head and 
arresting… 
 
(A male voice: And you couldn’t get away quick enough…) 
 
They just chased us, with a big grin on their faces, chasing us…  
 
What then sounds like a well-modulated British journalist’s voice 

then extrapolates: 

What did they do when they charged into the crowd?  
 
They pushed them down the hill; they punched them. When 
people got to the bottom of the hill they realised they had them 
trapped. I think that’s when they started to be brutal…Bloody 
Hell! I’ve never seen anything like this [the words constrict in his 
throat] anywhere in the world.21  
 
Another young man, Steven Gray fled Wickham Street and with 

friends went down to the old Roma Street market area… 

…and we got cornered down there by four or five cops…I got 
literally picked up by the hair…and I can very distinctly 
remember a country police sergeant, brown uniform, saying to us 
all ‘boom, boom, boom…if I ever see you at a demonstration 
again, I am going to kill you’. Just as simple as that. We then went 
back to a friend’s place, and turned on Channel 7 news to hear 
that everything at the Tower Mill was nice and peaceful and 
nothing had happened!22 
 

A woman, Sue Russell, was being interviewed by ABC Radio, when she was 

clubbed on the head. A live broadcast meant that “the shocked interviewer 

shouted, “She’s been hit, she’s been hit,” an exclamation which went out over 

the airwaves”.23 

A future Queensland Premier, Peter Beattie, was in a group chased by 

three police. They ran along the street and sought refuge in Trades Hall. Once 

there, the police attacked Beattie, jumping on him, and holding him down on 

the floor, while another police officer was punching a girl.24  

The Courier Mail published an editorial citing the public disquiet about 

the police violence at the Tower Mill Motel on the evening of Thursday 22 

 
21 Evans, R. In Evans & Ferrier, (Eds.). 2004, p. 277. 
22 Anonymous, n.d. Springbok Demonstrations / State of 

Emergency 1971, Radical Times Archive, 
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24 Evans, R in Evans & Ferrier, (Eds.). 2004. p. 281. 
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July and called for an Inquiry.25 The Quakers also published an Open Letter 

to the Premier, condemning the Government’s actions over the declaration of 

a state of emergency, and the subsequent violence of some members of the 

police force. For their trouble, they received the following, rather patronising, 

response (Figure 6):  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Letter to Mrs Bredt of the Society of Friends (Quakers) from 
Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen. SLQ Collections Box 8316 OMI 7/8 Letter 
from Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Premier’s Department, 29 July 1971. 

 
They also delivered a letter of support to the Police Commissioner, Ray 

Whitrod, when a group of Friends visited his office to “register our protest 

and concern”.26 They received thanks from Whitrod for the visit by the 

delegation with whom he “shared some of his concerns and hopes”.27  

Bjelke-Petersen proclaimed the state’s management of the Springbok 

events a brilliantly successful military operation and maintained that the 

police did an outstanding job. He claimed that “because of [his] support for 

 
25 1971, “Clear away any doubts”, The Courier Mail, p. 2. 
26 State Committee of the Australian Council of Churches, 1971, 

Statement read on visit to Ray Whitrod, Qld Commissioner 
of Police, 22 November 1971. OMI, Religious Society of 
Friends in Queensland (Quakers) Records, SLQ 
Collections, John Oxley Library, State Library of 
Queensland, Australia. 
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them on that occasion the police came to trust [him]”,28 and said that the 

relationship between the bulk of the police force and the government 

solidified at this time.  

Following these events, the Police Minister ordered a special inquiry be 

conducted. Bjelke-Petersen defended the police and responded to a call from 

the Opposition Leader for an inquiry into the bashing of Peter Beattie, by 

accusing him of “trying to create a smokescreen to cover the actions of people 

apparently intent on fostering trouble”.29 He added that police violence had 

become the catchcry of demonstrators and law breakers.30 The injured Beattie 

was hospitalised in the orthopaedic ward with spinal damage, and kept under 

armed guard. Later, he was charged with disorderly conduct and resisting 

arrest, although he was the one assaulted and injured.31 These charges were 

later dropped but the experience was extremely intimidating. The media 

dutifully reported the claims by the Premier, yet the article ended with a report 

of The Australian Journalists Association which stated that journalists and 

photographers also claimed they were victims of unprovoked assault by 

police.32  

 
Protest: New Alliances 

 

The Springbok Protests also provided an opportunity for a broadening and 

strengthening of activism through new alliances. Indigenous activists 

questioned the reaction of the primarily white protesters to the South African 

visitors. They began to ask why white Australian political activists would 

protest against South African apartheid when, at the same time, they seemed 

unaware of the segregation that was being practised in Queensland. The 

Springbok tour protests brought the situation of Indigenous Queenslanders to 

the notice of the activists protesting against the visit. Aboriginal leaders began 

 
28 Bjelke-Petersen, J. 1990. Don’t You Worry about That! The 
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to promote themselves and their activism more visibly. They began speaking 

at the UQ Forum, expressing their anger at the injustices in their lives. Dennis 

Walker was particularly remembered for his contributions and was mentioned 

in the interviews I conducted.33 

Jennie Harvie described how she clearly remembers meeting Maureen 

and Lilla Watson in the refectory, sitting down and saying hello. They greeted 

her and had a little chat. Then they began a private conversation in another 

language. They were shocked and began laughing when they found that 

Harvie was taking part on their conversation. Realising that they had a 

common language in Pig Latin, they became friends. Harvie recalls how it 

was Aunty Lilla and Aunty Mook who piqued her interest in Indigenous 

activism when they explained to her: 

you know more about what’s happened to African Americans, 
Native Americans, you are here going on about what is happening 
on in South Africa, but you don’t even know…what’s happening 
in Cherbourg. Well, being born up there, I knew something, but I 
only knew one perspective, like we were told as children, you 
never go down that road to Cherbourg because Aboriginal people 
steal you… 
 
So, what was happening then? The Stolen Generation. The white 
fellas were doing the stealing. So then, I became involved in and 
participating in Aboriginal activism and activity and that was 
really, really fundamental. It was the beginning of my 
understanding of Australia’s history, the place of Aboriginal 
people, what dreadful things had happened, the truth of invasion, 
like all of that… Once I found out that people couldn’t leave 
Cherbourg without permission, like…I knew Cherbourg, I knew 
Murgon, I knew where they were going. They were going to my 
family’s picture theatre, for goodness sake and to think they had 
to get permission, and then I was aware that of course the theatre 
was segregated.34  

 

Other women who were interviewed commented that the Springbok protests 

increased their knowledge and interest in the discrimination against 

Aboriginal people.35 Debra Beattie, Catherine and Lynda Boland all spoke of 

the shame they felt about their ignorance of Aboriginal issues. These events 

 
33 D. Beattie, Interview with the Researcher, September 15, 

2015. 
34 J. Harvie, Interview with the researcher, August 12, 2016. 
35 D. Beattie, Interview with the researcher, September 15, 2016. 
 L. Boland, Interview with the researcher, July 11, 2015.  
 Catherine, Interview with the researcher, July 6, 2016. 
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led to some unity between the student cohort and the Aboriginal activists, and 

following the apartheid protests, they frequently worked together on a variety 

of issues. It was not always congenial; Bronwen Levy explained that 

“feminists and Aboriginal people…of course don’t have the same position, 

but…working together, sometimes arguing with each other and big learning 

curves” was part of the Left.36 

As Jennie Harvie said, Indigenous activism was fundamental, and was 

the primary reason that she was banned from employment with the 

Queensland government.37 There were, therefore, repercussions for the 

collaboration between the women’s movement and the Indigenous activists. 

For some including Lillian Holt, the sole Indigenous interviewee, the issue 

was very personal, as she showed when she spoke about having “striven for 

dignity all my life because to be ‘other’ that is, to be Aboriginal in this country 

comes…it comes with a toll, a pain, and a wound”.38 She said that later she 

realised that she was “searching to belong”.39  

The combined effect of the Springbok protests, and the associated 

debate about apartheid in South Africa, and the aftermath of increased 

visibility of articulate Aboriginal activists brought previously unknown 

injustices to the fore in Queensland. During these years, The Act was 

rescinded, and Aboriginal people were able to travel more readily. Many 

moved from the missions to the city, and therefore, became more visible in 

the wider community. At the time, the general population of Queensland was 

shielded from Indigenous people, who mostly lived out of sight on missions. 

When many Aboriginal people moved to the cities, their problems were more 

readily seen and reported on the evening news. Some Queenslanders began 

to have a clearer understanding of their situation. Of the women I interviewed, 

those involved in the earlier years of activism, were less likely to have 

mentioned Indigenous people. This may have been because they were not 

involved in the Springbok protests. On the other hand, those interviewees who 

were active after 1971 were very aware of the issues, and, in several cases, 

worked closely with Indigenous people. As Indigenous people became more 

 
36 B. Levy, Interview with the Researcher, October 9, 2015. 
37 J. Harvie, Interview with the researcher, August 12, 2016. 
38 L. Holt, Interview with the researcher, July 13, 2017. 
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visible, so too did the evidence of violence toward them. Despite the 

disagreements, and even arguments, these years were fundamental in opening 

and developing an understanding of the discrimination experienced by the 

First People of our country.  

 
The Queensland Police: intimidation and violence 
 

While it is tempting to leave the matter of protest during the period of study 

on the positive note sounded by this new alliance of feminism and Indigenous 

activism, to do so would risk distorting the challenges facing protesters. To 

conclude this chapter, then, I will return to the issue of intimidation and 

violence that I touched on in the discussion of the Ky and Springbok Protests 

and argue that the actions of Queensland Police seen at work in those events 

were no mere isolated incidents but rather formed a pattern of behaviour.  

Tim Prenzler and Kerry Wimhurst have studied the Queensland police 

force during this era, in their journal article, Blue Tunics and Batons. Women 

and Politics in the Queensland Police Force 1970-1987.40 Lawyer, Frank 

Brennan’s 1983 book, Too Much Order with Too Little Law, thoroughly 

examines the Civil Rights March in 1967, and the 1977 Right to March 

demonstrations. He examines the law regarding the right to demonstrate, the 

interpretation of the law by the government, and the subsequent actions of the 

police.41 Other authors who have added to the literature on the actions of the 

police have included ex-police officers themselves whose subjective 

standpoint is dependent on their lived experience within the police service. 

The Fitzgerald Inquiry in 1989 brought the activities of Queensland police 

into the public eye and the police service has remained highly visible since.  

Journalist, Matthew Condon, has written a series of books on police 

corruption in Queensland, namely, Three Crooked Kings (2013), Jacks and 

Jokers (2014), All Fall Down (2015) and Little Fish are Sweet (2016).42 

 
40 Prenzler, T. & Wimhurst K. 1997. Blue Tunics and Batons. 

Women and Politics in the Queensland Police Force 1970-
1987, Journal of Australian Studies, 21(52), 88-101.  

41 Brennan, F. 1983. Too much order with too little law. 
University of Queensland Press. 

42 Condon, M. 2013. Three Crooked Kings. University of 
Queensland Press. Jacks and Jokers. 2014. University of 
Queensland Press., All Fall Down. 2015. University of 
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Condon undertook significant research, and was granted access to the diaries 

of Terry Lewis, appointed as Queensland Police Commissioner in 1976, 

which enabled him to show that the police controlled crime, and that the 

criminals and their associates brought in the income. Access to the diaries 

allowed Condon to fill in details which have corroborated many of the 

suspicions about the corrupt activities of some police officers. Authors, 

including Phil Dickie, Evan Whitton, and others, have written to expose the 

methods used within the police service.43 Although these books are 

journalistic rather than scholarly, the authors have expanded knowledge of 

law enforcement in Queensland, the failure to enforce the law, the culpability 

of the government in the matter of corruption and the hoodwinking of 

Queensland people over a fifty-year period. Through all this investigation, 

the violent actions by the police have been confirmed and activists see this as 

one of the most contested aspects of the time. 

On violence more broadly, scholars have studied collective violence in 

association with political demonstrations, identifying it as a consistent theme. 

As Lindsey Churchill writes, “violence is a gendered construct linked to 

societal norms of masculinity”44 and adds that there is a “socially constructed 

relationship between women and violence”.45 In his article, “Taking Control 

or Losing Control? Activist Narratives of Provocation and Collective 

Violence”, Mattias Walström examines the complex relationship between 

political agency, responsibility, and collective violence in connection with 

political protest.46 He argues that collective violence has been a common 

ingredient in contentious politics, in modern times characteristically 

involving confrontations between police and protesters.47  

 
Queensland Press., Little Fish are Sweet. 2016. University 
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43 Whitton, E. 1993. The Hillbilly Dictator Australia’s police 
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To relate this broad issue of police violence to my study,  I will now 

look at an example of police intimidation of young women.48 Incidents of 

intimidation by the police have been widely reported,  in both in the 

interviews I conducted, and throughout the primary and secondary sources 

used in this study, by both women and men. On Sunday 10 March 1969, a 

group of peace activists planned to attend a church service at St Andrew’s 

Presbyterian Church in Ann Street.49 The service was to be followed by a 

“Setting apart” of the new Presbyterian Army Chaplain against which they 

planned to protest in a dignified but definite manner. They planned to add 

anti-war buttons to the collection plate and agreed that they would remain in 

their seats for as long as their consciences allowed them. When each protester 

decided to leave, they would leave independently and without disturbance. 

The only distinguishing mark was that they wore tiny “Christians for Peace” 

badges.  

Somehow, Special Branch police learned that the protesters would be 

attending the service. It is unknown how the police found out, but it was 

potentially an occasion when police informants passed information on. 

Detective Sergeant Hogan, leader of Special Branch, met the group outside 

the Church and warned them that he could arrest them if they disturbed the 

peace. Throughout the service, the protesters left as planned until there was 

only one woman, Barbara Gaular, remaining. At the end of the service, she 

moved to the foyer and began handing out leaflets to the departing 

congregation members, who accepted them freely. Hogan warned her to stop 

and confiscated her leaflets. She pulled more out of her bag and continued to 

hand them out. Threatening her again, he moved close to her and reminded 

her of his powers of removal. She said he would have to remove her 

physically. Hogan continued to threaten her, saying: “I have the power to 

arrest you”. Finally, in exasperation she said, “Well why don’t you?”  

During the confrontation, a confident Gaular said to Hogan, “I am a 

Christian and a member of this congregation. What are you?” Finally, the last 

of the congregation filed out. Gaular walked out and spoke to a woman she 

 
48 Students for Democratic Action, (undated), Leaflet, The 
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knew on the footpath and gave her a leaflet. Immediately, a young police 

officer ran up and booked her for distributing leaflets on the footpath without 

a permit. Enquiries were made but there was no clue as to how the Special 

Branch found out about the planned protest.  

One woman who became a particular prey of the police was Carole 

Ferrier. As mentioned earlier, Ferrier held a place of leadership and 

significant influence over women activists in Brisbane. Several 

historiographical documents have been written about her. Carmel Shute wrote 

“Carole Ferrier: Fighting the Good Fight for Forty Years”, an article in which 

Ferrier recalls incidents and memories.50 Margaret Henderson and Alexandra 

Winter wrote “Memoirs of our Nervous Illness: The Queensland Police 

Special Branch Files of Carole Ferrier as Political Auto/Biography”, outlining 

the in-depth monitoring of Ferrier’s activities. Not only does this article 

contain “facts” collected by Special Branch operatives on Ferrier, it also 

provides an insight into the operations and major concerns of Special Branch 

itself.51  

Lesley Synge explained how intimidation by the Special Branch police 

spread to all aspects of the lives of those who dissented. She explained how 

she and a friend attended an International Women’s Day rally and march in 

the late seventies, taking their babies with them. They were approached by 

two police, who they believed belonged to Special Branch, and who enquired 

about their babies, wanting details about their children.  

…they said, well, what have you got there, girls? Is it a boy? Is it 
a girl? What’s their name? When were they born? They were kind 
of, intimidating us and trying to say…well we know everything 
about you so we want to know about them too, now, we want to 
know exactly when they were born…it was just so, like East 
German Stasi kind of behaviour…They just wanted to basically 
stride around and let us know that they had their eye on us and 
they were quite amused by the fact that a couple of demonstrators 
actually had babies. They thought it was really quite hilarious. 

 
50 Shute, C. 2013. Carole Ferrier: Fighting the good fight for 
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And, yeah, so that’s the kind of atmosphere that we had, as we 
were…as we were young adults. 52 
 

Carole Ferrier spoke of her embarrassment and humiliation at being strip-

searched by police following an arrest.53 In an ABC Radio National Hindsight 

podcast,  Ferrier also spoke of the intimidation by Special Branch officers who 

would “walk up to you at demonstrations and say ‘Hello, Carole, how are 

you? How’s your daughter?”54 Bronwen Levy referred to an incident where 

she was walking along a street in Auchenflower and police driving by stopped 

to ask her where she was going and what she was doing. 55 Susan Currie 

directly reacted to police intimidation during a street march. When her 

contemporaries three rows ahead of her were being arrested, she and her 

friend decided to get up and leave. They moved to the sidewalk and a 

policeman, while standing on Currie’s foot, told them they had no right to be 

there, to get out of there. Challenging him, she said, “I would get out of here, 

if you would get off my foot”. 56 She was terrified of the potential 

consequences and described it as a very frightening experience.  

This behaviour of Queensland police to the women I interviewed is an 

example of the broader issue of violence against women. Feminist lawyer, 

Jocelyn Scutt, wrote, as part of her chapter, “Reconstructing the Australian 

Ethos”, that violence against women since settlement has never been fully 

acknowledged.57 A lot of violence toward women, just like the unwritten 

history of women’s lives, has been, as Kate Hardy writes, using Sheila 

Rowbotham’s words, “hidden from history”.58 The American perspective is 
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given by Amy Williams, who considers non-violence in her 2014 article, “No 

Pain, No Gain: Why the Civil Rights Movement Became Increasingly 

Violent”.59 She argues that non-violence “exposed the violence of white 

supremacy and achieved legislative change”,60 and that, although a range of 

factors saw a split between Black American groups, with some going to a more 

violent movement, the civil rights activists escaped from the paralysing 

consequences of fear and found dignity in their activism.61 

In Queensland during the period of study, women in the Old Left, 

particularly members of the CPA, those linked with unions, the UAW, 

WILPF or the Peace Committee, had long been subject to harassment. These 

women were not necessarily formally integrated into political institutions, yet 

they were frequently involved in unrecognised acts of political defiance. Janet 

Chalmers Hayes mentioned that her family was aware of their phone being 

tapped, of being watched or followed by Special Branch, and of the 

possibility of being arrested during their protest activities. Janet said, “we 

never used to wear your [sic] badges out in public for fear of being beaten 

up”,62 and added that they “could always hear…listening devices...clicking 

on the phones”.63 The women in the Old Left found it necessary to be 

cautious, yet they were also courageous in the risks they took. It is likely that 

they understood that they would be less likely to be suspected than a man. 

Norma Nord, in her role as State Treasurer of the Communist Party, risked 

carrying large amounts of money (since the banks could not be trusted). As 

one member of “a chain of underground messengers”,64 Nord carried 

messages, including lists of names, and other information. She buried books 

in her backyard. Her children learned not to divulge the family’s political 

views or to deny them if confronted. Despite their belief in what they were 

doing, it appears that there has been some fallout for these families. Norma’s 
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daughter, Jan Ryall, explained how “[a]s a result, with few exceptions, the 

children of socialist parents associate their childhood with stigma and trauma 

while at the same time recognizing [sic] the enormous contribution they 

made”.65  

As a very young woman, Marlene Cummins experienced the trauma of rape; 

when she tried to report it, she found herself subject to police intimidation 

and harassment.66 Cummins, an Indigenous woman activist and an eminent 

Australian blues singer, grew up in Cunnamulla, in rural Queensland. She 

often found herself on the wrong side of violent attacks as a teenager in the 

1970s, when she was the victim of several sexual assaults and recognised 

“that violence on women permeates the whole of society: black or white”.67 

Subjected to violence in the home, she ran away, only to encounter her first 

sexual experience – a pack rape that she was afraid to report. Following 

another incident of sexual assault, she attempted to report the rape to police, 

but she found herself charged with indecent language, transferred to the 

watchhouse and strip-searched, verbally taunted, knocked to the ground and 

then arrested for assault.68  

Janita Laver also experienced constant surveillance by police while in 

Brisbane. The opportunity to travel with her husband, Brian, and their two 

daughters, to Czechoslovakia in 1968, brought further fear into her life. as she 

watched the Russian tanks arrive in Prague. Initially, Janita enjoyed the 

Prague Spring:  

it was wonderful…joyful…people were out there in the 
streets…and there was just a feeling of liberation…in the air. It 
was a marvellous place to be… There was art, things happening 
in the street everywhere people talking to each other about 
political matters. It was just so lively.69  
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She found herself, and her family, escaping hurriedly from Prague, on the last 

train to Paris. The family carried film of the events and other items out of the 

country, crossing the border into Germany and then were finally able to pass 

the film to the BBC. Janita Laver reports her terrible fear, in having two little 

children with her, and reported how thankful she was to return to her middle-

class life in Australia.70 

Many women mentioned their fear when protesting, including Susan 

Currie in the Big March in 1967.71 Lesley Synge and Debra Beattie explained 

the difference between the actions of police in London and Sydney 

respectively as compared with those of the Queensland Police Force.72 

Similarly, they also pointed out the aggression of some speakers at the UQ 

Forum. Beattie added how fearful she felt at a Bowen Hills freeway protest 

on the day that police chased Betty Hounslow after a confrontation and as she 

saw a young man beaten by police and thrown into a fence.73 Helen Hambling 

identified that she was unable to take part in street marches as she “used to 

get very agitated at the demos…I’d get very emotional…it would infuriate 

me the way people were treated and I had to be careful of my, temper, I knew 

I wouldn’t be good at being arrested… well it’s courage, it takes courage to 

do it”.74  

Another woman involved in a violent confrontation with the police was 

Rosemarie Severin. In 1976, Severin joined her first protest march. Changes 

were proposed to the Tertiary Education Assistance Scheme (TEAS) student 

payments, and Severin found herself, unexpectedly, carrying a banner at the 

head of the marchers. The police attacked the marchers in Coronation Drive, 

and Severin was beaten on the back of her head by a policeman with his 

baton.75 This incident was captured by television cameras and was widely 

broadcast. Students met with Police Commissioner, Ray Whitrod, who agreed 
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to look into the incident. The Premier quickly overruled any possibility of an 

investigation, and “announced there would be no investigation, the students 

were simply out of order, and marches were banned”.76 The incident caused 

horror in the community, and Police Commissioner Whitrod resigned his 

position, citing political interference. Rosemarie Severin received a great deal 

of unwanted publicity, and her name will remain linked with the change of 

guard in the position of the Police Commissioner. From this point until 1989, 

the Queensland police seemed to be untouchable, as their behaviour became 

increasingly infamous.  

Many Queensland women chafed under the widespread 

authoritarianism in Queensland. All the informants for this study related 

stories about their experiences with authorities in Brisbane. Many expressed 

anger and ongoing fear and still feel extreme distrust to this day. 

Authoritarianism became insidious in Queensland, filtering down from the 

government, through the public service, the police, teaching staff, and so on. 

Lesley Synge claims that, in those years, Queenslanders were used to living 

under authoritarianism, even cruelty:  

I saw a huge amount of cruelty in the schools at that time and I 
think that really radicalised me too. For example, at Aspley High 
School I saw a boy, who might have been wriggling on parade 
slightly during the National Anthem, or something like that. All 
he would have done was move, or scratch his ear or something 
and he was hauled off by a teacher by the ear…I mean, and then 
thrashed, and humiliated in front of everybody and that was 
actually quite a common place thing.77 

 
Living under constant authoritarianism generated fear in 

Queenslanders. Sociologist, Frank Furedi, wrote that fear is “a means through 

which people respond and make sense of the world”.78 Women found much 

to fear. Debra Beattie, feared the personal attacks, which she felt were 

constant and were due to her gender. Anne Jones said she was becoming more 

interested in left-wing politics at this time, which was around the time that 

Bjelke-Petersen became Premier, and things were becoming more repressive 

in Queensland. She felt that “the police were…very down on any kind of 
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dissent…as was the government”  but also provocative and that their actions 

ensured that more students would be involved.79 Lesley Synge explained that 

she  

felt it was wrong and we felt we had to be there and try and stop 
it, or show that it was wrong, but it was somehow not a surprise 
to be treated like that because we had a very authoritarian 
experience. Our lives were very ruled by people in authority.80  
 
Authoritarianism was central to the increasing politicisation of the 

Queensland police force during the 1970s, when they acted at the behest of 

the government.81 As part of the “law and order” strategy, police were a 

highly visible arm of the government. Police seemed to be willing participants 

in the suppression of protest activity in Brisbane and the government ordered 

large numbers of police onto the streets. At other times, police would resort 

to practices of harassment and intimidation, including midnight police visits, 

raids and searches82, with “Special Branch police being engaged in spying, 

surveillance, clandestine photography, intimidation, and harassment of 

protesters”.83 Plunkett and Summy also write of “break-ins that occurred 

during the rallies into the homes of [protest] leaders”84, while the Communist 

Party refers to “bashings, harassment, fabrication and falsification of 

evidence”.85 Often, police would be seen sitting in a car outside meetings of 

extra-parliamentary opposition groups. In 1976, the Lucas Inquiry identified 

the fabrication of evidence or testimony by police and recommended the 

 
79 Anne Jones, Interview with the researcher, September 30, 

2015. 
80 L. Synge, Interview with the researcher, October 24, 2015. 
81 Evans, R. 2007. A History of Queensland. Cambridge 

University Press, p. 230. 
82 Gruchy, J., Henry, K., & Torenberg, T. Circular letter asking 

for support from C.L.C.C. Interstate Relations Committee, 
7 December 1977. FVF134-C37.28 Civil Liberties Co-
ordinating Committee (Queensland) Ephemera, Fryer 
Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, 
Australia. 

83 Plunkett, M. & Summy, R. 1980. Civil Liberties in 
Queensland a Nonviolent Political Campaign. Social 
Alternatives, 1(6), p. 88. 

84 Ibid. 
85 Communist Party of Australia. [n.d.]. Terrorism A Police 

Speciality. Carole Ferrier Collection, UQFL474, Box 4, 
Folder 2. Fryer Library, University of Queensland, 
Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 
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recording of all police interviews, either by audio or video.86 This was 

rejected by the government and not implemented.87  

Politically active women came to the notice of the Special Branch 

police officers, who ensured that the expression of views contrary to those of 

the authorities was limited in Queensland. When high school student, 

Margaret Bailey, was suspended from Inala High School in 1969, she wrote 

and distributed a leaflet expressing her views on her suspension. This leaflet 

was confiscated by Special Branch.88 Activities of left-wing groups were 

habitually monitored by Queensland Special Branch, who passed information 

to ASIO. There is also some suspicion that Don Lane, Minister for Transport, 

and former Special Branch officer, may have liaised between the police and 

the Cabinet.  

A leaflet, Feminism and the Land Rights Movement, probably written 

in 1982, argued that the “lengths to which the Queensland State Government 

is prepared to go to prevent Blacks obtaining international media coverage of 

the extent [original emphasis] of that exploitation shows their resistance to 

calls for justice for Blacks”,89 referring to the Commonwealth Games 

Legislation of 1982. This legislation gave police the power “to suppress the 

protests… to detain people for an indefinite period without arrest [and] wide 

discretionary powers”.90 Protesters complained of the power given to Special 

Branch, which they used to steal sound equipment, gain information about 

individuals and dissenting groups, intimidate, threaten and violently arrest 

 
86 Department of Justice, 1977. Committee of Inquiry into the 

Enforcement of the Law in Queensland. (Lucas Inquiry). 
Queensland Government. Queensland State Archives, 
Agency ID A11562, p. 250. 

87 Fitzgerald, G. E. (Tony)in Department of Justice, 1989, 
Report of a Commission of Inquiry into Possible Illegal 
Activities and Associated Police Misconduct. (Fitzgerald 
Inquiry). Queensland Government, p. 48. 

88 High School Action Committee of Students in Dissent. 1969. 
Why was Margaret Bailey Suspended? Leaflet, Brian 
Costar Collection, UQFL437, Box 1, Folder 1. Fryer 
Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, 
Australia. 

89 Author unknown. [n.d.]. Feminists and the Land Rights 
Movement. Leaflet, Lilla Watson Collection, UQFL576, 
Box 27, Folder 12. Fryer Library, University of 
Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 

90 Ibid. 
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activists, compare lists of Commonwealth Scholarship holders with lists of 

politically active students, tap phone lines, take photographs, raid houses and 

other activities, in an ongoing manner. Information gathered by Special 

Branch was kept in the infamous Special Branch files.  

For a long time, the existence of the files was denied, but in a regrettable 

act of injustice, the National/Liberal government ordered that the files be 

shredded after the Fitzgerald Inquiry. This destruction was a massive loss of 

primary sources to historians. Whether the files contained information 

gathered in a state of paranoia or not, they would certainly have provided 

some sort of record of the government’s interpretation of left-wing activities 

and could potentially have legitimised complaints of persecution. This is 

another example of the need for extreme secrecy felt by the government and 

police during the Bjelke-Petersen years. 

 
Conclusion: the darker side of protest 

 

This research, and other primary sources such as Queensland memoirs, show 

that violence could be found anywhere in Queensland, and was tacitly viewed 

as inevitable at all levels of society. It happened within institutions and 

homes, and was further amplified in instances of “systematic violence…by 

the Queensland Police Force”.91 Sexual violence took this pattern of abuse 

and toleration to the extreme, and there was frequent failure to support women 

reporting rape and violence by the police and the judicial system, as we will 

see in Chapter Six.  

This chapter has explored various incidents of intimidation and violence 

faced by politically active women in Brisbane. The chapter began by looking 

at the violence of police toward Norma Chalmers during the January 1967 

protest against Air Vice-Marshall Ky and explained the way the incident was 

publicised following the events. It explained that women’s expectation 

regarding violence can be very different from what happens at an event. The 

way various publications reported the incident was examined and showed 

how memory can distort or misrepresent events. The second item discussed 

was the violent incidents during the Springbok Protests in July 1971. Violence 

 
91 Harvie, J. 2007. What we did at Women’s House. Radical 

Times Archive, 2007, 2. 
http://radicaltimes.info/PDF/WomensHouse.pdf 
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was instigated by the police, and widely reported in the news after the events. 

The chapter then explored the roles of women and how the radicalisation of 

the early women’s movement brought the women to lead protests that focused 

on their own needs. An exploration of the women’s movement, and its 

relationship with the Aboriginal protest movement, showed that these groups 

moved closer, and this led to new understandings and alliances. Finally, the 

chapter looked at the actions of the Queensland Police, who used both overt 

and covert methods in their dealings with activists. It identified how the police 

intimidated, and the incited fear, in female protesters. Sometimes women 

could be made visible through circumstances that they could not control.  

In the next two chapters, we turn from women’s involvement in the 

more general protests and campaigns that we have examined in Chapters 

Three and Four, to their committed activism on matters particularly affecting 

women. Despite this shift in focus, however, we will find that the themes of 

violence and intimidation explored in this chapter will continue to inform our 

investigation and analysis of women’s activism in the period of study. In 

Chapter Six, we will need to look more widely, beyond the specific 

institutions of government and police examined in this chapter, to the violence 

endemic in patriarchal Queensland of the 1960s and 1970s. Before we reach 

that point, though, we will delve into the forces of resistance women could 

bring to bear against this repressive society, as we explore, in Chapter Five, 

women’s growing confidence and power as they began to take control of their 

sexuality. 
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Chapter Five Women, Sexuality and Power? 
 

Sisters are doin' it for themselves 
Standin' on their own two feet 
And ringin' on their own bells, we say 
Sisters are doin' it for themselves 

Annie Lennox and Dave Stewart. Sisters Are Doin' It for 
Themselves, 1985. 

 

By 1969, women had been actively involved in the New Left during the 

Vietnam War protests and the Civil Liberties Campaign. Yet some women 

felt a growing sense of dissatisfaction about their place in the movement, the 

focus on male issues, and the domination by men. Internationally, the 

women’s movement was spreading rapidly. Influential texts written by 

women, about women, were becoming available, and being read widely. 

Through their reading, women recognised the limitations in their lives, and 

this began discussion, debate, and self-exploration by women.  

This chapter will discuss the reasons for the development, and 

emergence, of a deeply thoughtful process of examination of the situation of 

women. The issue of sexuality, and the reasons it became such a major issue 

in the early years of the second wave of feminism, will be explored. This 

chapter will argue that women, in Queensland, lived limited lives, were 

restricted through gender discrimination by authority figures, received 

inadequate education, were allowed limited opportunities, and found that they 

had little control over their own lives, their minds, and their bodies. They 

were denied key information needed to make many of their own decisions, 

and, at times, they did not even realise.  

This chapter will argue that the depth of discussions and exploration 

into “being a woman” was central to the emergence of the women’s 

movement, and that Women’s Liberation was central to the emergence of an 

understanding by women, of their lack of knowledge about their sexuality, 

and sexual matters. The chapter will look at how socialism and solidarity 

brought women, who were looking for liberation, together and allowed them 

to confidently work toward the improvement of women’s lives in the state. 

The chapter will begin by briefly outlining how women, in the post-war 

years, reached a place where they recognised that they needed knowledge and 

information about sexual matters to improve their lives. It will look at an 

example of ways women rebelled against accepted social mores. The 
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expansion of interest in political issues by women will be examined to 

identify how the personal was linked to, and became, the political, as women 

searched for empowerment and power. Visibility was central to gaining this 

empowerment, as were the roles the women undertook to bring change to 

attitudes through systematic and structural change. I will then look at 

definitions of sexuality, and explanations of how the issue became central to 

the political activities and lives of the women activists.  

Sexuality, and sexual matters, became major issues in the years of this 

study. Feminist activists believed that all women should have adequate 

knowledge of sexual issues. They realised that women, and girls, living in 

Queensland, were victims of oppression through neglect which could cause 

further social problems. Sexuality, therefore, is the constant theme in both the 

oppression of women in 1970s Queensland, and of their attempts to protest 

and gain visibility. The importance of educating young women in sexual 

matters, and attitudes, will be examined through a controversial event. 

 
The context of activism in the causes of sexuality and power  
 

1960s women’s activism grew out of the post-World War II period, with the 

concomitant social pressures on women to return to the home after what had 

been, for many, wider opportunities for work during the absence of fighting 

men during the war years. Great efforts were taken to promote the cult of the 

happy, content and fulfilled housewife, caring for her children and husband, 

and focused completely on their life in the home. This figure became deeply 

ingrained in Australian culture during the 1950s, when she was seen in 

magazines and newspapers, and heard on the radio. After 1956, she was seen 

on television in the form of the devoted mother in American television shows 

such as The Donna Reed Show and Leave it to Beaver. Locally filmed 

television advertisements showed her as the “ideal Australian housewife” 

using local products.  

Despite the efforts to promote the figure of the happy and fulfilled 

housewife, there was early resistance to it: resistance on which the women of 

the 1960s could build. In her 1990 article, “Female Desires: The meaning of 

World War II”, Marilyn Lake argues that the restructuring of women’s 

sexuality in the post-war years, due to social changes during the war, together 

with the introduction of aggressive advertising which championed a focus on 



144 
 

women’s appearance, affected both women and men. Women began to 

actively seek pleasure, including sexual pleasure. As Lake says, these women 

were “a generation of pleasure-seekers, intent on excitement and adventure”.1 

Marriage could provide them with the freedom for sexual exploration, 

especially before the arrival of children, and some couples began to consider 

delaying having children to spend time alone with their partners. 

Such behaviour required boldness. As I have discussed in earlier 

chapters, prior to the 1970s, there was an unquestioned social assumption in 

Queensland that women were kept silent, and out of the public sphere. Anne 

Summers refers to this as the “basic model of submission, dependence, and 

hostility – which leads to [women’s] social isolation”.2 A woman’s, and 

girl’s, sexuality was closely related to this focus on home, silence, and 

protection. Social mores ensured that sexual issues were not spoken about 

openly, and expectations regarding sexuality, and sexual behaviour, were 

drummed into girls, ruling the way they dressed, how they sat, and the games 

they played. At this time, the encompassing word, sexuality, was not in use. 

Wording such as “little girls don’t do that” and “be ladylike” were much more 

likely to be used in guiding the behaviour of young girls. Well behaved little 

girls were more likely to grow into respectable women. 

Respectable women, who conducted themselves through acceptable 

behaviour, reflected well on the state, their husbands, and fathers. They were 

less likely to cause disruption, or disturbance, in the community. This cult of 

respectability in 1950s Queensland had a long history. During the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, respectability became an important reaction to the 

massive social changes brought by the Industrial Revolution. It was closely 

linked to aspiration, and the subsequent rise of the middle class. In a 1982 

article, George L. Mosse aimed to stimulate thought about, and discussion of, 

the relationship between nationalism and respectability; he argued that “the 

unconventional [had been seen] as threatening, [and that] normal and 

abnormal behaviour must be clearly defined and distinguished from one 

 
1 Lake, M. 1990. Feminist Desire: The Meaning of World War 

II. Australian Historical Studies, 24(95), p. 279. 
2 Summers, A. 2014. Damned whores and God's police. (5th 

Ed.). Anne Summers Reports Pty Ltd 2014. 
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another…to guarantee a happy and healthy world”.3 For some women, 

respectability remained central to their lives. Yet young women began to 

reject respectability, which they saw as a hangover from their parents’ 

generation, and as a form of control. They wished to be modern young women 

who might now be entering high schools and university or joining the 

workforce. Society was generally affluent, and this brought opportunities to 

everyone. Young people in the community exuded a sense of restlessness, 

and as they absorbed the rapidly spreading international influences, some 

were inclined toward rebellion.  

Rebellion could take the form of fashion in clothing, and new hair 

styles. Fashion to young people in the 1970s would no longer be part of one’s 

display of gender to the outside world.4 Both women and men adopted unisex 

clothing as another way to reject established norms of gendered dress.5 Their 

fashion became important symbols of rebellion against parents, and 

authorities, and therefore, represented a political act. These same symbols 

brought solidarity, and empowerment that young women could share with 

their comrades and peers. Susan Currie remembers rules about clothing that 

restricted her life, explaining that: 

you weren’t allowed to wear trousers to the university…there 
were certain standards of dress that were expected…in the law 
faculty…many of the lecturers would ignore you. In my year, 
there were only six women and the lecturers would come in and 
address us as ‘Gentlemen’…and usually ask the women all the 
really difficult questions.6 

Selecting new and different fashions, or choosing shorter hairstyles, 

was a way for women to demonstrate independence, and freedom of choice. 

These were examples of “how feminists in the 1960s and 1970s rejected 

standards of feminine beauty as oppressive and objectifying women”.7 

Liberated women tried to reject the expected signs of their femininity by 

 
3 Mosse, G. 1982. Nationalism and Respectability: Normal and 

Abnormal Sexuality in the Nineteenth Century, Journal of 
Contemporary History, 17(2), 221. 

4 Hillman, B. 2013. “The Clothes I Wear Help Me to Know My 
Own Power”: The Politics of Gender Presentation in the 
Era of Women’s Liberation, Frontiers: A Journal of 
Women’s Studies, 34(2), 156. 

5 Ibid. 
6 S. Currie, Interview with the researcher, April 22, 2016. 
7 Hillman, 2013, 155. 
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choosing more androgynous styles of clothing, dispensing with makeup, and 

wearing their hair in informal styles, or by cutting it. Betty Luther Hillman 

writes of a woman, in 1971, who “described her decision to cut her hair as the 

definitive experience of women’s liberation…”8 stating that it was her way 

of rejecting the notion that her identity was tied to femininity.9 The same 

woman explained that “she discovered a newfound self-confidence and 

independence”.10 By refusing to look like a traditional, respectable woman, 

this woman “challenged the notion that men and women were as different as 

socially constructed roles of gender made them out to be”.11  

On the other hand, by rejecting accepted feminine styles of dress, 

feminists became susceptible to criticism about their appearance. Hillman 

argues that American journalists derided women’s liberationists as “ugly” or 

“unfeminine”.12 During a protest in Brisbane, journalist, Sylvia da Costa-

Roque, wrote the following criticism of women’s libbers, who she said looked 

like: 

Howling she-wolves of women. Frightening shrieking 
harridans foul-mouthed of hell to boot…who make the 
witches of Macbeth look like angels. ... They look dirty, 
even if they’re not. Their hair looks unwashed and 
uncombed, almost as if on purpose. …Women might want 
to be liberated, but not from their bodies.13  

 

 
 

 

 
  

Figure 7. Changes in fashion and hairstyles were a means of 
expressing independence, and a departure from expected gender 
roles. 
(Left). Young women beginning 
university, 1967. The Courier 
Mail, 22 February 1967, p.3. 

(Right) Protesting women 
marching in the mid to late 
1970s. Dwyer, C. (Director). 
2020. Brazen Hussies. [Film]. 
Film Camp. 

 

 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Hillman, 2013, 156. 
13 Henderson, M., & Reid, M. 2004. ‘It's not that bloody far 

from Sydney’: notes towards a semiotic history of the 
Brisbane women's movement, 1973–1983*. Australian 
Feminist Studies, 19(44), 159-168. 
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Rebellious impulses found a wide field of operation in schools due to 

numerous restrictions affecting students’ lives. Rules and bans at school 

involved curriculum choices, sport, and aspects of behaviour. Both girls and 

boys were subject to bans on the teaching of sex education, the censorship of 

literature, and the ban on teaching of certain social studies programs. In 

general, fewer opportunities were available to girls. The banning of sex 

education meant that many young women were kept ignorant of sexual 

knowledge, including the purpose, and use, of contraception. Girls were 

underperforming at school, and this was supported by the limited number of 

girls who continued to higher education. The education of girls will be 

examined further in Chapter Seven. 

In addition to restrictions on school life, life outside school was also 

regulated, with young people in Brisbane rendered vulnerable to various 

authorities. Matthew Condon writes of the treatment, in the 1950s, of young 

people who were slightly unorthodox. These young people, known as bodgies 

and widgies, a rock’n’roll subculture, were discussed in the first book, Three 

Crooked Kings, in Condon’s series on police and corruption.14 Within the 

police service in Queensland, the Bodgie Squad was formed to curb the 

“demoralising influence”15 of “undesirables: such as rock’n’roll and James 

Dean. Condon’s research showed that the Bodgie Squad was used to enforce 

the conservative values of the Police Commissioner and other police. The 

Bodgies upset the police with their choice of clothing, haircuts, and the 

presumed attitudes that prompted those choices. Numerous stories have been 

told about police beating up teenagers, or stopping them in the street, and 

making them take off their offending shirts and dress in the “correct” white 

shirt and dark tie the police carried, because “that’s how you should be 

dressed”.16  

There is other evidence of the restrictions placed on young people, 

especially females, in the Queensland of the post-war period. In her recently 

released book, Goodna Girls, Adele Chynoweth writes about society in 

Queensland following the end of World War II. She clearly sets the historical 

 
14 Condon, M. 2013. Three Crooked Kings. University of 

Queensland Press. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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context in which she presents the oral testimonies of four young women who 

were incarcerated in ‘Goodna’, otherwise known as Wolston Park, in the 

suburb of Goodna. This was an adult psychiatric hospital, into which an 

unknown number of female children were admitted, despite their having no 

mental illness. These events happened as “part of the wider history of 

institutionalised welfare policies and practices that emerged during the 

nineteenth century”,17 and continued well into the twentieth century. 

Vulnerable children, including teenage girls, could be subject to “penal 

welfarism”, which Kerry Carrington defines as “the punishment of children 

for non-criminal conduct under status or welfare offences, such as being 

uncontrollable or exposed to moral danger”.18 

Other evidence exists of the restrictions placed on young people in 

Queensland after the war. The Juvenile Aid Bureau (JAB) was formed to deal 

with troublesome and at-risk children. JAB was led by Terence Lewis and the 

team immediately became known as the “bum smackers”. Amongst other 

matters, the JAB dealt with runaway children and child neglect, and mediated 

between parents and unruly teenagers.19 Young women at risk might be those 

girls who had run away from home, had no way to support themselves, or had 

been found to be pregnant. They could be incarcerated by the government in 

“homes” under The Vagrants, Gaming, and Other Offences Acts, 1931 to 

1967. This Act allowed young women considered “at risk” to be cared for in 

institutions and instructed on their waywardness. Some of these young 

women ended up in Goodna. 

The climate of control and the dominant stereotypes of feminine 

behaviour extended to reproductive sexuality. In the early 1960s, the release 

of the contraceptive Pill brought new hope to women, including both those 

women who were keen to explore their sexuality during the child-free period 

of their marriage, and those whose lives were often completely bound by the 

risk of pregnancy. Yet, to some degree, the promise of The Pill was a false 

one. In Queensland, the availability of the Pill was not guaranteed. Married 

women could access a prescription from their general practitioners, although 

 
17 Chynoweth, A. 2020. Goodna Girls. A History of Children in 

a Queensland Mental Asylum. Australian National 
University Press, p. 4. 

18 Carrington in Chynoweth, 2020, p.4. 
19 Condon, 2013.  
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some doctors refused to prescribe it on religious grounds, even to married 

women. Young women were most often refused the Pill because they were 

single. It was feared that they would become rampantly promiscuous; instead, 

they were further disempowered through the denial of personal choice, and 

this may have instigated further rebellion. 

Changes in social behaviour meant that the chance of unplanned 

pregnancies increased. Young people, and there was a large population of 

them due to the post-war baby boom, were more prepared to test moral 

boundaries through sexual experimentation and opportunity. The result was 

an increase in unplanned pregnancies and illegitimate births, with adoption in 

Australia rapidly increasing from 1968 until 1972 when it peaked at nearly 

10 000, followed by an equally rapid decline by 1975.20 Unplanned 

pregnancies, and the possibility that a pregnancy might happen, brought 

enormous stress into the lives of the young women. Laws against abortion 

meant that if they chose that option, they would effectively be criminals. 

There was no access to legal abortion in Australia until South Australia 

changed its abortion laws in 1969.  

There was some opening up of society to intimate issues due to the 

Federal Government’s 1974 Royal Commission into Human Relationships. It 

encouraged a wide range of people to speak to the Commissioners about 

aspects of their lives including, sex, sexual knowledge (or the lack of it) and 

sexual relationships, contraception, violence in families, family relationships 

and more. The report was confronting, and the recommendations were widely 

reported in newspapers. There was predictable outrage at the more 

contentious suggestions, and shock and concern at the widespread ignorance 

about sex and contraception, documented in the final report. Queensland’s 

Courier-Mail newspaper reported that “one of the constant themes of the 

Royal Commission’s report is that Australians generally know little about 

sex”.21 

 
20 O’Dempsey, J. 2011. Love Songs in Popular Music and Social 

Change in Western Society between 1964 and 1975. 
[Honours Thesis, Charles Sturt University], p. 25. 

21 Featherstone, L., Jennings, R., & Reynolds, R. (Eds.). 2014. 
Acts of love and lust: Sexuality in Australia from 1945-
2010. Cambridge Scholars Publisher, p. 37. 
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Even planned pregnancies seemed to raise feelings of disgust for some. 

Prior to the period between 1967 and 1982, obvious visual evidence of the 

sexuality of women, such as pregnancy, was not acceptable in public life. 

With the increase in the number of women who continued to work after they 

married, it became more likely that pregnant women would be seen in 

workplaces. This expression of a woman’s sexuality was outside the 

expectations of respectable women in Queensland, and some people found it 

difficult to adapt to change. In 1966, this was explained by Mr L.A. Suggars, 

General Manager of the Chamber of Manufacturers in Brisbane, who said, “I 

am sure the average woman could not imagine anything worse than being 

served by a pregnant shop assistant”.22 He further compounded this by saying, 

“You can’t expect a woman who works in public to continue her career during 

pregnancy for obvious aesthetic and economic reasons”.23 He seemed to see 

women and pregnant women as two different species, the latter being 

repugnant even to the former. Countering Mr Suggars’ comment, Mrs Stella 

Nord, President of the Brisbane’s Working Women’s Group of the UAW, 

said that it was essential that women who were pregnant and wanted to, or 

had to, work should be employed in suitable work “with every facility for 

sitting down and rest periods where needed”.24 It is unknown what opened 

this debate. It may have been pressure from Stella Nord and the UAW, since 

it occurred prior the emergence of Women’s Liberation in 1970. 

Turning now to the context of power, we can observe that from 1970, a 

major increase in the intervention of women, mainly young women, took 

place in the public sphere. More young women were now showing an 

increased interest in politics, how political decisions were made, and 

consequently, how power affected their lives. The experiences of women in 

protest, and political activity, meant that they noticed the sexism they faced, 

observing that men held much more power, and freedom. An awareness that 

the system was biased toward patriarchy was also confirmed by women. As 

Kate Murphy argues, “the ‘second wave’ of feminist activism saw significant 

 
22 Our Women. Union of Australian Women Collection. Fryer 

Library, UQFL193, Box 19, University of Queensland, 
Brisbane, Queensland, Australia., p. 20. 

23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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challenges to male-dominated political, social, and cultural structures”25 and 

was “a driving force in forging new styles of political action and new 

scholarly understanding of the definition of “politics” and the nature of 

power”.26 These women realised that they had power, that they could create 

their own power and use it to benefit the lives of women in Queensland, and 

thus move the narrative forward. Through the activities in 1967 and 1968, 

women found that it was possible to open debate in the community.  

Sara Evans has written about activist women in the United States in this 

period. She found that overwhelming masculinity within social movements, 

carried over from earlier days of the anti-Vietnam war movement, and the 

New Left, caused women to rethink their place in these movements. Evans 

wrote that “the intellectual mode that dominated the early years of the New 

Left operated to exclude women as leaders”,27 and that some women felt that 

the anti-Vietnam and anti-draft movements were constructed by men for male 

action alone.28 She argued that, as the movements grew, there was change, 

and the question of women’s roles began to rise.29 Together with this was the 

growing understanding that women’s subservient role, being the only role 

they could play since all they could do was to relate through their men, began 

to seem demeaning.30 American women felt that women were socially trained 

to accept non-political roles, and therefore they lacked the confidence, 

experience and specific knowledge to act effectively politically.31 John 

McMillan, writing in the context of American history, states that in the late 

1960s: “women deliberately seceded from the male dominated New Left to 

launch their own social and intellectual revolution”.32 Women, seeking 

empowerment, became more vocal in asking what their roles would entail.  

It was similar in Australia, where, by the early 1970s, women were 

becoming more vocal, and beginning to question and challenge. Kate 

 
25 Murphy, K. 2010. Feminism and Political History, Australian 

Journal of Politics & History, 56(1), 22.  
26 Ibid. 
27 Evans, S. 1970, Personal Politics, p.105. 
28 Ibid, 1979, p. 184. 
29 Ibid, 1979, p. 159. 
30 Ibid, 1979, p. 182. 
31 Tobis, H. In Evans, S. p. 183-184. 
32 McMillan, J. & Buhles, P. 2002. New left revisited, Temple 

University Press., p 6. 
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Jennings, in her famous speech at the first moratorium in Sydney, shocked 

her audience, stating that,  

we were getting nowhere asking the men in the movement to 
listen to us. We were saying […] give us our rightful place, and 
they were saying, you’re good for typing and tea-making, scut-
work and screwing.33  
 

When interviewed, Lynda Boland spoke in a similar manner, 

we weren't going to put up with the way were being treated ‘as young 
girlies’, not so much from the Left men or anything like that in 
particular. It was the government of the day, the society of the day. 
We were just, sort of, crying out for…we want recognition, and we 
want respect.34  

 

Another Australian, author Cassandra Pybus, agreed, that “[i]t was time [the 

men] understood that we were not put on this earth just to lick envelopes, 

operate the roneo machine and spread our legs”.35  

In Queensland history, there was no significant angry secession, but 

rather a feminist impetus for innovation and visibility, which led to separate 

women’s activism. Both the New Left and the women’s movement, in 

Queensland, stood together against a repressive state and both experienced 

violence when they dared to protest on the streets. Russell Marks has shown 

that “the story of Women’s Liberation…in Australia…is that of the 

development of a radical critique which rejected both the prevailing social 

organisation of capitalist society and [emphasis original what radical women 

came to see as the overwhelmingly masculine politics of the New Left ”.36 

It was not only the New Left with whom women were exasperated. 

Women held little trust in the Labor Party, which seemed to exclude, or at 

best to allow very limited engagement by women. During the years of this 

study, the ALP, beset as it was by infighting, alienated the feminist 

movement, and gave only lukewarm support to the Regatta Hotel protest in 
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1965. In 1968, when the Labor Women’s Conferences began, the focus was 

on “the traditional view of women’s role as housekeeper: consumer issues 

such as misleading packaging, and suburban lifestyle issues such as noise and 

water pollution”.37 Fitzgerald and Thornton wrote that “the official channel 

for ALP women until 1971 was the Labor Women’s Central Organising 

Committee (LWCOC)”,38 which only had one delegate to state convention.  

When the LWCOC was scrapped, it removed the official channel for 

women, denying them their one guaranteed position at convention,39 and 

further reducing the visibility of women in the Labor Party. Support for 

women’s issues by the ALP was minimal, and the younger cohort of women, 

who had embraced feminism, felt that the Labor Party promised them little. 

The inability of the Labor Party to win elections in Queensland saw the party 

lean further toward conservatism rather than embrace the radicalism of the 

sixties era, and meant that women involved in leftist movements could not 

rely on, nor would they support, the Labor Party. 

All these issues – the protection of girls and young women, the 

restrictions on behaviour, the oppression caused by the heavy weight of social 

expectation, the deliberate withholding of knowledge of sexuality and sexual 

matters, the hope, and the denial the Pill brought, the disgust with pregnant 

women when seen in public, the power of the police and authorities over 

young people - brought continued powerlessness, and disempowerment, to 

young women in Queensland. We will now turn to look at the issue of power 

and consider what power and empowerment might mean to women in 

Queensland.  

 
Women, power, and empowerment in Queensland 
 

Bertrand Russell, in his 1938 publication, described power in its widest sense 

as “a desire to produce intended effects upon the outer world”.40 He explains 

“naked power” and “traditional” power and provides examples – the power 
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of the Catholic Church over Catholics is traditional, while the Church’s power 

over heretics is naked. According to his definition, the power of the State over 

loyal citizens is traditional but its power over rebels is naked. This comment 

can be thought to explain government power over activists in Queensland, 

who could be treated quite differently from those who agreed with the 

government, since essentially those loyal citizens were content with the 

power of the government.  

Since the thirties, when Russell studied and defined power, there has 

been considerable scholarly debate. Dennis Wrong, writing in 1979, in regard 

to social sciences, spoke of arguments centred on whether power “should be 

viewed primarily as a general social resource, or as the instrument by which 

some groups promoted and secured their interests at the expense of other 

groups”.41 Eventually, he settled on a modified version of Russell’s original 

definition, that “[p]ower is the capacity of some persons to produce intended 

and foreseen effects on others”.42 Feminists have tried to create and 

experience power in ways that were different from established ideological 

frameworks, and, even now, their experiences fit uneasily into the categories 

of political theory. The relationship between sexuality and power presents 

particular difficulties for political theory - and we now turn to it.  

Michel Foucault linked sexuality with power. He argued that sexuality 

came “to be seen not just as a means of biological reproduction nor a source 

of harmless pleasure, but, on the contrary, as the central part of our being”43 

and that it has become “central to the modern operation of power”.44  

Joseph Bristow writes, in his 2019 book, Sexuality, that “sexuality is a 

comparatively new term. The word became common currency in late 

nineteenth-century Europe and America”.45 Jeffrey Weeks reminds us that it 

is vital not to forget that “what we define as “sexuality” is an historical 
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construction”46 and, views it as a product of shifting historical circumstances. 

He writes, 

[s]exuality is about the body, but it is also about what goes 
on in the mind and emotions, and in society. Sexuality gains 
its significance for history precisely because of the way it is 
shaped, embodied and embedded in social life. Above all, 
sexuality has to be understood as a complex set of social 
practices, behaviours filtered through ideas and values, that 
change over time. From this perspective, writing about the 
history of sexuality and sexual change is more than a study 
of a particular aspect of natural life. It is a key to 
understanding the social relations and ways of life at any 
particular time.47 

 

In the 1970s, women began to speak out, to claim a visible presence in the 

public sphere. Exploring their sexuality and pursuing political activity helped 

women in recognising the link between sexuality and power. Like women in 

the New Left in America, Brisbane women felt the disillusionment about the 

domination of men in their movements. For women, the 1970s became a time 

of complex discovery and exploration, combined with deep and thoughtful 

study. This started earlier in the international arena with the publication of 

The Second Sex in 1949 and The Feminine Mystique in 1963.48 Simone de 

Beauvoir explored what it meant to be a woman, and how women were 

historically seen as secondary, and Betty Frieden researched her own feelings 

of dissatisfaction with her place in life, and then interviewed many of her 

peers and discovered she was not alone: it is no surprise that these titles 

resonated strongly with women.  

Women eagerly studied these new books, which stimulated a wide-

spread conversation and a debate about women and their lives. By the end of 

the sixties, women began an active search for liberation. Gloria Steinem 

launched Ms Magazine, specifically for women, in December 1971.49 Other 

female authors such as Kate Millett, Susan Brownmiller, Juliet Mitchell and 

Shulamith Firestone published, and these books also became core texts for 
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the women’s movement.50 Feminist historiography was likewise expanding 

in Australia with Germaine Greer publishing The Female Eunuch in 1970 and 

Anne Summers Damned Whores and God’s Police in 1975. Both books 

focused on the place, and history of women in Australian society, and were 

read widely. Other key Australian authors in the 1970s included Miriam 

Dixson, Anne Conlon and Edna Ryan, and Beverly Kingston.51  

The first women’s liberation group was formed in Brisbane in 1969. 

This was a small group of young working women and was located in the City. 

This group attended the 1969 May Day march, and photographs show women 

carrying a banner with “Women’s Liberation Movement” and two logos on 

it. Another group was formed on the campus of the University of Queensland, 

and within a short period of time, these groups merged. 

Adopting the method of consciousness raising groups, women’s 

liberationists learned to value sharing their experiences about private matters 

with their peers. Groups were meeting to explore and discuss sexuality, and 

sex, and explore the understanding, and feelings, of individual women. These 

consciousness raising circles provided a safe environment for women only. 

Through this sharing, women came to learn and understand themselves, their 

bodies, and to explore their feelings. As the Women’s Liberation movement 

emerged in Queensland, some women identified as Women’s Liberationists, 

and many more women watched on with great interest.  

Some men were supportive of female equality. They had worked 

together as colleagues with women during earlier protest activities, and they 

were shocked and then angry when they were excluded from the 

consciousness raising groups.  Lesley Synge indicated that the men responded 

with anger at being excluded, “that they…were furious, absolutely furious, 

and sometimes they used to bash on the doors and try and break in and others 
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were just extremely upset from a more humanitarian point of view”.52 But the 

deep and detailed discussions of a wide range of issues, in consciousness 

raising sessions, meant that it was important for women to impose gender 

segregation. Several interviewed women spoke of the sexism that they had 

found in mixed groups on the political Left.53 

Sara Evans lists some of the questions that the groups discussed: “How 

are women different from men? Why are women different? Why are the 

qualities and actions defined as feminine looked down upon”?54 Marilyn Lake 

wrote that “[f]or many women, these gatherings were enormously productive, 

providing relief from feelings of personal failure, isolation, and frustration”.55 

Some of the women who attended had little knowledge, or understanding, of 

their bodies, or anatomy. It was a time of the laissez-faire, unorganised, direct 

activity and, as one Women’s Liberationist told me: 

…all of us kind of tumbling around trying to work out who we 
were and doing both practice and theory. So, we were reading 
books like Our Bodies, Ourselves and then we were sitting round 
in a circle with a speculum looking up each other’s fannies.56 

 
These new conversations brought issues, long considered private or personal, 

into the open, and as Odette Kelada argues: 

the idea that the political is personal enabled the characteristics, 
practices, and experiences of women’s ‘private’ worlds to take on 
social significance—collapsing the borders and breaking the 
silences that separated women from communicating with each 
other and challenging the rules, legislations and debates forged in 
the political arena.57 

 
Kelada’s argument is significant since many young women in 

Queensland remained under the protection of the family, living in the family 

home, and could therefore find themselves isolated from others their age, and 

unable to speak openly with their peers about these changes to sexuality. 
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Those young women who worked had a little more freedom to discuss ideas 

with other young women, but the major change was for those women moving 

out of their parents’ homes and into flats and share houses. For women in 

1960s Brisbane, this was primarily women from rural and regional areas. City 

women were more likely to remain in their parents’ homes in the sixties, but 

by the seventies, it was far more accepted for women to live independently. 

It has been said that women do things differently. In her book, Personal 

Politics, Sara Evans explains how the women’s movement originated in the 

United States, emerging from New Left groups of the 1960s, including the 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and civil rights activist groups.58 

Evans argues that the move toward a separate women’s movement was 

gradual, and did not happen without resistance.59 Numerous radical groups 

formed under the “umbrella” of the women’s movement. Various women 

wrote scholarly work on the situation of women; these writers included Judith 

Brown and Beverly Jones, who wrote the paper, “Towards a Female 

Liberation Movement”. In 1970, Robin Morgan edited the anthology of 

essays, Sisterhood is Powerful.60 This collection contains essays on the need 

for radical feminism, on the discrimination women experienced from men in 

the Left, and on the sexism faced by women in the workplace. 

These radical feminists were women who felt frustrated by their place 

in movements of the Left. They considered their roles were based on 

traditional gender roles. Divisions formed between those feminists who 

embraced a spiritual dimension to their political work, and those who rejected 

such a notion.61 Disagreement and tensions, as the new women’s movement 

developed, frequently led to splits, and formations of new sub-groups. One of 

these sub-groups was known as WITCH, the Women’s International Terrorist 

Conspiracy from Hell. Sara Evans calls it “a militantly activist branch of the 

women’s liberation movement”. She writes that the WITCH movement was 

founded in the United States by Robin Morgan and others on Halloween 
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1968, with the motif being “derived from the actual history of the witch 

persecution”.62 Joachim Kersten wrote that,  

[w]itches and their powers were seen as the cause of impotence in 
husbands (pro-creation); or were held responsible for the 
poisoning of mothers and infants (protection); or as causing the 
failure of mothers to breastfeed their children (provision); or as 
being responsible for bad harvests or weather.63  

 
The Brisbane coven, influenced by reading Sisterhood is Powerful, 

published an explanation of WITCH in their magazine, Shrew, as an “all-

woman Everything…[i]t’s theatre, revolution, magic, terror, joy, garlic 

flowers, spells”.64 Their article explained WITCH, its origins, what it takes to 

be a WITCH, its targets and weapons and the aims the coven pledges to 

follow. This coven:  

bowed to no man, being the living remnants of the oldest culture 
of all – one in which men and women were equal sharers in a truly 
co-operative society, before the death-dealing sexual, economic, 
and spiritual repression of the Imperialist Phallic Society took 
over and began to destroy nature and human society”.65 

 
It appeared that after centuries of persecution of women, as witches, by the 

Church, and its male hierarchy, the women of the second wave of feminism 

decided to appropriate the language and use it to their advantage. Activists 

appropriating witchcraft as a theme responded specifically to the 

understanding that women had an unrecognised history of suffering at the 

hands of religious forces. A clear link to masculine domination also exists. 

WITCH was active in its protest. On the evening of Thursday 22 July 

1971, the South African rugby union team, the Springboks, were due to arrive 

at the Tower Mill Motel in Wickham Terrace. A group of thirteen women 

formed a coven, dressed themselves as witches, and proceeded to Wickham 
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Terrace to attend the protest. In front of the Tower Mill Hotel, the coven sat 

down in a circle, to put a hex66 on the Springboks, through their chant… 

Vorster, Springboks,  
White and Black 
Magic hex, 
Black, black, black 
Hex, hex, hex. 
 
White Race/Master Race. 
Black Race/Slave Race. 
Man Sex/Master Sex. 
Women Sex/Slave Sex. 
 
White state full of hate, 
Male races dominates mate, Hex, hex, hex, 
Death to white supremacy,  
Death to male supremacy, 
The curse of woman is on you. 
 
DEATH TO VORSTER, 
DEATH TO RACISM, 
DEATH TO SEXISM. 67 
 

Interviewee, Lynda Boland, was one of the witches, as were Merle Thornton, 

Ann Doggett, and Janet D’Urso, among others. This performance may seem 

gauche and unsophisticated now, but for these women, products of their time, 

the actions would have been daring. They reported that the evening finished 

with “us sitting in a circle and the coppers start carting us off”.68 Women’s 

Liberation members were well prepared to use shock tactics and found that it 

worked well in bringing attention to their causes. In this case, these thirteen 

women, though few, created a feeling of power for themselves and 

communicated an important message.  

It is interesting that the WITCHes received no media attention. The 

police violence, and the reaction of protesters, mentioned in Chapter Four, 

was the leading story of the event. I have not been able to find any other 

mention of the WITCH coven other than this one performance. This 

performance was one of the earliest public protests by Brisbane’s Women’s 
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Liberation movement. The women’s liberationists learned that, in the future, 

they needed to generate their own visibility, and they began to tip off the 

media when holding events for which they sought publicity.  

While these events were taking place, women in the 1970s continued to 

take their study of sexuality seriously. They were seeking to deepen 

understandings of the complexities of sexual relations, and shift what was 

marginalised into a normative form.69 Linked closely with the issues of 

women’s sexuality, and personal power, was mainstream society’s need to 

deny women any chance of learning about, or expressing their sexuality, 

through ensuring that women remained largely ignorant. This was bound in a 

framework of patriarchy, and policed by the older women in society, 

especially older female family members who tried to keep young women safe 

by isolating them. Those women who remained living at home with their 

family under the protection provided them, remained, to some degree, 

unaware of how the public part of society worked.  

Some young women of the seventies shrugged off some of the isolation. 

When women began moving out of home, and living in share houses with 

friends, sometimes with both men and women in the same home, they were 

exposed to wider possibilities. This independence in living arrangements put 

women on a more equal place with men, and was fundamental to women’s 

growing knowledge and understanding of sexuality and showed them how 

sexuality was linked to power in society. Michelle Arrow, in her work with 

Angela Woollacott, reminds us that “it demonstrates, yet again, the feminist 

theoretical insight that gender and sexuality are inextricably intertwined”.70 

Kate Millett posed the key question, “Can the relationship between the sexes 

be viewed in a political light at all”, which she answered by contending that 

“politics had to be considered beyond its usual narrow definition to mean 

“power structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group of persons 

is controlled by another”.71  

Jennifer Nelson draws on the important historical scholarship on 

Women's Liberation produced by Michelle Murphy and Wendy Kline, who 
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“focused on visual production of situated knowledge about women’s 

bodies”.72 In her 2019 journal article, “Historicizing Body Knowledge: 

Women’s liberation, Self-Help, and Menstrual Representation in the 1970s”, 

Nelson writes of two feminist film makers who “created self-representations 

of their own embodied experiences [which she] termed “body knowledge”73 

and, of feminist curator, Cornelia Butler, who “noted that feminist artists used 

representations of the body “as the prima materia [emphasis original] for 

explorations of physical, psychological, and spiritual experience, as well as 

sexual identity”.74 

Since 1961, women in Queensland heard about the benefits of the 

contraceptive Pill. In 1967, the world heard about the “Summer of Love” and 

there was a sense of new ideas:  

changes in sexual morality, attitudes and practice [in which] [o]ld 
taboos about sex began to break down, and a new emphasis on 
sexuality as a form of self-expression and as a source of pleasure 
began to be articulated.75 
 

Yet, the early 1970s reality in the state meant that few women could actually 

acquire a prescription for The Pill. Various reasons were given for the refusal, 

one being on the grounds of the medical officer’s religious beliefs.  

An essential tenet of Women’s Liberation in the early 1970s was that 

women, by building knowledge of their bodies, could reach a position of 

empowerment and agency. Echols and Nicholson argued that second wave 

women came to see “the female body as a corporeal and tangible symbol of 

revolt, the ultimate manifestation of the “personal as political”76 and, writer 

Adrienne Rich wrote, in 1976, that women have, “for the first time today a 

possibility of converting our physicality into both knowledge and power”.77 

Women’s bodies became an overt entity in moving conversation and debate 
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along toward public discussion, and action, on problems with the law 

concerning rape, and the issue of abortion in Queensland, as we will see in 

the next chapter. 

From a medical point of view, women began to believe “that women’s 

experiences, not clinical research produced by physicians, represented the 

most empowering, most liberating source of knowledge”.78 The experiences 

of women clashed with the control held by gynaecologists and medical 

officers over pelvic examination and pap smear screening, and later decision-

making during labour and childbirth. Women began to challenge the medical 

profession by writing and speaking about their experiences, in which ‘power’ 

became central. In her book, Vaginal Politics, feminist writer, Ellen 

Frankfort, wrote of her own feelings during an examination: “I was naked, he 

was dressed; I was lying down, he was standing up, I was quiet, he was giving 

orders…”79 She expresses her feelings of powerlessness, shame and 

humiliation, the sense of disadvantage and helplessness as a woman lying 

down, legs in stirrups, naked with her most private body parts exposed while 

a fully dressed man stood over her.  

Women identified a clear discord between ownership of their sexuality 

and the clinical experience, and it was the feelings engendered by their 

experiences that caused the pelvic examination to be a highly contested aspect 

of women’s experience in the early 1970s. Increased openness about these 

matters empowered women to turn toward self-help, and techniques such as 

consciousness raising became an important practice of Women’s Liberation. 

Of significance is the Women’s Health Clinic that opened on the campus of 

the University of Queensland, in 1974, through which Dr Janet Irwin brought 

a myriad opportunities to young women. Soon, organisations such as the 

Childbirth Education Association sprang up to provide mutual support and 

education to other women. This was one of the successful long-term 

achievements of the empowerment of women in the second wave of feminism 

in Queensland and many of these groups became influential. The combined 

influence of consciousness raising, popular disillusionment with medicine, 
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and the challenge to gynaecological practices, influenced both patients and 

medical practitioners.  

 
Specific Cases of Activism 

 

Our chapter will now turn to an event in Brisbane which scandalised the 

community, while demonstrating the radical changes taking place in the 

state’s women. This chapter has identified that young women is Queensland 

had little knowledge about sexual matters. Women’s liberationists felt that 

young women were neglected by their parents, who, the women felt, were 

withholding essential information; women argued that this enforced 

ignorance was one reason for the high rate of illegitimate births in the state. 

The dearth of knowledge was so great that student organisations at the 

university began handing out basic information to students at orientation, for 

which they were criticised.  

With this understanding, Women’s Liberationists in Brisbane began 

their campaign for sex education in schools in 1971. The women wrote a 

pamphlet on aspects of sexuality to advocate for sex education to be taught in 

Queensland schools.80 At the same time, a collective of women had begun 

meeting in the United States, in Boston, to provide women with information 

and knowledge about their bodies. The work in Boston led to the circulation 

of a manuscript entitled Our Bodies, Ourselves in 1969. This was then 

published in a small edition by the Free Press in 1971. It is interesting that the 

publication of an explicit sex education pamphlet in Queensland took place 

about two years prior to the publication of Our Bodies, Ourselves by Simon 

and Schuster, in 1973, which led to the appearance of this famous, and 

influential, book in the international market. Since the pamphlet was 

published and distributed in Brisbane, those responsible received far more 

criticism and repression than those publishing the equally explicit book in the 

United States.  

On 28 September 1971, members of the Women’s Liberation 

movement dared to stand outside four girls’ high schools, in Brisbane, and 

handed out pamphlets to students as they left the grounds. The pamphlet, 
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titled Female Sexuality & [sic] Education (see Appendix 3), was designed to 

discuss female sexuality, and advocate for the introduction of sex education 

classes in schools. The pamphlet was packed full of written information about 

contraception, including clear and graphic diagrams, sketches of 

contraceptive devices, and the anatomy of women, explanations of female 

orgasm and masturbation, as well as their reasoned explanation of issues 

including sexual intercourse, sexual ethics, arguments against the current 

ideas about morality, pre-marital sex, and possible psychological issues. The 

pamphlet set out an argument for educating girls and women about sex, from 

information prepared by women and relevant for women and girls, as opposed 

to that written by men. It argued that it was girls’ and young women’s lack of 

knowledge of sexual matters, and the “societally-enforced [sic] ignorance 

about their own sexual nature” that was leading to sexual discrimination and 

potential degradation of women.81 They employed the use of “graphic sexual 

representation [to] provide the possibility for women to explore and 

emancipate desires otherwise suppressed in a patriarchal society”.82 

This action was risky in Queensland. It was a daring move by the group. 

Their actions made headlines and shocked parents; the group was attacked by 

the media, and parliament was whipped into a frenzy. It did, however, bring 

these issues into the public debate and from this point on discussion about 

issues of sexuality gradually became evident and more open. 

In the two weeks after the pamphlet was distributed, the issue was 

spoken about in the Queensland Parliament ten times. Numerous references 

in Hansard referred to anything relating to sexuality in such terms as 

“suggestive, crude, bawdy and immoral” [films]…“sackfuls of dirty literature 

in bookstores…and stark and suggestive nature of some television 

programmes…and the dirtiness and low moral levels”.83 A significant 

discussion about the pamphlet, Female Sexuality & [sic] Education, described 
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it as obscene,84 deplorable,85 disgusting and shocking,86 pornographic 

literature87 and salacious material.88 The Member for Wavell, Dr Arthur 

Crawford, asked: “What measures will the police take to curb the activities 

of a group that has the gross impertinence to set itself up as arbiter of sex 

education and sex standards in the community”?89 Another Member, Don 

Lane, stated that it was “the action of a group of female sexual perverts who 

got some sort of sick thrill from handing such a filthy document to young 

members of their own sex”.90 Discussion of, awareness about, and education 

regarding women’s sexuality remained almost unheard of in Queensland. 

Therefore, this breakthrough of 1970s feminist propaganda was controversial 

and a great shock to the community.  

Women in Queensland were not in universal agreement about the 

importance of the pamphlet and its information. Two women in the media, 

Erika Parker, who was a columnist at The Telegraph, and Gabby Horan, a 

talkback radio host, were highly critical of the pamphlet.91 Both women were 

widely popular in the media, and as such wielded a certain amount of power 

in their support for conservative moral values. The matter was referred to the 

Literature Board of Review. The Postmaster-General was advised to cancel 

the post box for the movement and did so. Members of Parliament discussed 

prosecution of those responsible.  

Subsequently, the Women’s Liberation members prepared a second 

pamphlet named Why Women’s Liberation published that pamphlet.92 In their 

defence, the women cited the need for choice for young women in a society 

where powerful social mores decided when, and how, a woman was to be 

sexually active. Nor should young women “continue to make their decisions 
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in an atmosphere of ignorance, distortions or shame”.93 They also quoted 

statistics on illegal abortions, illegitimate births, births conceived pre-

nuptially and notifiable diseases. The second pamphlet cited issues affecting 

women, such as the biological importance of reaching orgasm to reach 

satisfactory physiological, and psychological, well-being. Finally, it 

suggested that schoolgirls are the ideal target audience, since “almost half the 

schoolgirl population leaves school at 15 [sic] [and] 30 per cent of all 

Australian brides marry before they turn 20 [sic]”.94  

The issue was quickly taken up by others. An advertisement appeared 

in Tribune on September 29, with the provocative headline “Are you Child-

Bearing or Ball Bearing”?95 The advertisement invited people to attend the 

Communist Party of Australia Women’s Lib Seminar the following Sunday. 

In a similarly supportive manner, the UAW invited speakers from the 

Women’s Liberation Movement, the Abortion Law Reform Association 

(ALRA) and The Equal Opportunities for Women Association (EOW) to 

their Queensland State Conference, held on October 22 and 23, 1971. Later, 

UAW News reported that discussion “was probably the most spirited of any 

year”.96 Calls were made at the conference for the introduction of “a 

comprehensive sex education syllabus [original emphasis], including all 

aspects of contraception, into the Queensland education curriculum”.97 
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Family planning clinics did not exist in Queensland, and the UAW urged the 

State Government to provide the finance necessary to establish them.98 

This series of events in 1971 became a turning point in the way that 

women’s issues were addressed in Queensland. It is likely that significant 

discussion took place before the movement’s members decided to write and 

distribute the pamphlet. Considerable time would have been spent on 

researching and writing the content. It is, therefore, unlikely that decisions 

regarding the publishing of this pamphlet were made “on the spur of the 

moment”. Since most of the women involved had been part of earlier protest 

campaigns, they would have understood the risks that they were taking in the 

powerful authoritarian state that was Queensland. An essential part of the 

deliberate work by women to increase their visibility was that, in essence, 

they groomed themselves to become “visible as public beings, as political 

actors”99 in “public” Queensland. The process of debate, decision, writing 

and publishing would have been frightening, but ultimately, empowering.  

Empowering though it may have been, the experience was not without 

repercussions. The government ordered a police investigation to discover 

how, and where, the pamphlet was published. Suspicion fell, at first, on the 

Students Union at the university. Later, the Communist Party of Australia, 

and members of Trades Hall, became suspects.  

As the Women’s movement recovered from the scandal of the Sex 

Education pamphlet, many realised that they would be best served by working 

within the system that existed. Some of these women were completing their 

degrees and found jobs through which they proceeded to nurture and grow 

the skills their formal education provided. The interviews show that the 

younger generation of Queensland’s women activists drew heavily upon their 

informal education. Together with the informal education gained through 

their extracurricular activities, this younger cohort of women found a way to 

move between two worlds. They moved between their newly created world 
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of feminist radicalism, and the structured political system of government, 

realising that they would need to fight to gain a place. Changes within the 

federal Labor Party were taking place, and importantly, a new leader, Gough 

Whitlam, was elected. The party seemed to move toward adopting modern 

ideas and policies. One of these, for the first time, was policy relating to 

women and their issues. Another was the change to divorce laws, which 

meant that women with children could now leave their unsuccessful 

marriages more easily. Anna Bligh, later to be Queensland Premier, who was 

aged twelve in 1972, explained in a 2015 interview on ABC Radio National, 

that it was “the first time for me that I really understood that the things 

governments do makes a difference”,100 and that it was “the most 

transformative experience of my early life”.101 The 1972 election campaign 

brought a sense of hope that had rarely been felt before. 

The Whitlam Labor Government was elected to the Federal Parliament 

on 2 December 1972. After twenty-three years of conservative government 

in Canberra, this was a defining moment, providing new opportunities, and 

women took advantage of it. The government introduced wide-ranging 

changes, such as the appointment of a woman, Elizabeth Reid, to advise the 

Prime Minister and Cabinet. One of these new initiatives was the Australian 

Assistance Plan, which injected large amounts of funding support into 

communities. This funding provided community consultation and the 

establishment of multi-purpose centres. The plan was promoted as giving the 

people “a say in their community” and this was a new way to approach a wide 

range of social issues. The scheme was underpinned by social research and 

supported by social planners and Community Development Officers.102 Many 

women were employed by the Plan. These events contributed to a growing 

rift between some of the Old Left women and the New Left and radical 

women. 
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Differences began to emerge between the group of women who could 

be called ‘Old Left’ and those of the ‘New Left’. The Old Left women came 

to the period with long-held political beliefs focused on party politics and 

institutions. They were used to working in a hierarchy, where there was clear 

understanding of where a particular figure fitted, and how the organisations 

were formally constructed. For these women, respectability was still 

important, and part of that social acceptability was adhering to the 

prominence of the family as the key unit in society.  

This conservatism differed from the views of many of the upcoming 

New Left women. For many of them, their exposure to new ideas at university 

was a different experience and often presented a perspective different from 

their background. They, too, were interested in political issues but they 

focussed on issues of culture and lifestyle, and it was through these categories 

that they moved to understand that “the personal was political”. For the Old 

Left women, a situation of police intimidation, phone tapping, and 

marginalisation was their norm. For the newcomers, reactionary police and 

government were new, and frightening. It did not take long for them to 

become part of a larger cohort which found some sense of safety in numbers, 

and turn to a more radical, and revolutionary, viewpoint. 

The younger women saw the need for a new approach, and in 

November 1973, a group met, in Brisbane, to discuss the feasibility of 

designing research into the needs of women in the city. These women were 

professional women, as well as feminists with a commitment to an ongoing 

analysis of the oppression of women in their society. Their aim was to open 

and operate a multi-purpose centre for women. The group, made up of 135 

women, formed the Women’s Community Aid Association (WCAA), with “a 

name designed to incorporate the concept of women as a community within 

the larger community”.103  

The aims of the WCAA were: 

1. To work for the liberation of women, and 

2. To expose and combat the limitation of culturally defined 
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attitudes and roles at all levels, particularly where they are 

oppressive to women. This aim includes a revaluing of female 

traits as positive attributes which women can use creatively in 

their development as autonomous people.104 

Their research uncovered issues such as domestic violence against women 

and children, the subjection of young women and girls to rape and violence 

by family members (immediate, close, and distant relatives) and friends, 

young female runaways, rape victims, women with unplanned pregnancies, 

and women fleeing from dangerous homes, often with children, and needing 

emergency shelter. They consulted women on their personal experiences, as 

welfare professionals, consumers of welfare and legal and medical 

professionals. At this time, there were few places that women could go for 

information and help.  

These women were extremely proactive. The process of planning, 

researching, opening, and managing the multi-purpose centre was a 

collaborative and professional way for women to become empowered. Their 

self-generated power gave them confidence. It allowed them to provide 

employment for women in the Centre, although a limited number, and to 

provide important information, previously unavailable to women. These 

initiatives provided the increased visibility they aimed for, and that further 

empowered them.  

When forming the WCAA, many discussions were held about how the 

organisation would be run, and about whether to accept the funds available 

from the Federal Government. If they did accept money, would their 

independence to act politically be undermined? They discussed whether the 

group would be able to generate their own money. Would it be enough to fund 

the services they wanted to provide?  

Throughout these discussions, the women did now waver from their 

intention to act as a collective, stating that they “wanted to make decisions 

collectively. The principles of informed consent were born here in many 

ways, and the clearly established link between our experiences as individual 
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women. We wanted and acted as a collective”.105 They found that 

compromise was needed. The group opened Women’s House in July 1974. 

The women working in Women’s House were committed to the liberation of 

women and saw themselves as “unashamedly for the liberation of women and 

knew clearly that our liberation was absolutely linked to the liberation of all 

women”.106  

Yet, they were not immune to severe criticism, and campaigns aimed to 

discredit them, even by other women. Gender alone did not always guarantee 

the solidarity of women. There could be major differences in groups leading 

to arguments and separations within groups. In 1976, ideological differences 

grew to breaking point, and what has come to be called the “Director’s coup”, 

came to the fore. Jennie Harvie wrote that: 

difficulty and dispute developed within the group of women 
regarding how much we were to be political: to challenge and 
change our world and our society; as opposed to being a more 
respectable service oriented organisation. In truth many of us saw 
little difference between the two. By supporting and advocating 
for the individual in the way we were, we were in fact challenging 
the established order.107 
 

This struggle ended when “[t]he powers of the Constitution were used by the 

Directors to take over the whole organisation and establish a management 

committee as the primary decision making group”.108 

Solidarity among women became an essential form of mutual support 

which assisted women in overcoming the barriers they faced in the years of 

this study. The need for solidarity led to the decision that Women’s House 

would be a “no men zone”. This eliminated the gender hurdle and allowed 

the women to progress with their work without any barrier related to the 

involvement of men. As Cathy Humphreys reported in her interview, the men 

seemed to naturally dominate, and separation was one way of preventing, or 

reducing, that domination.109 The argument was not necessarily that one 

gender or the other would be dominant, simply that the male gender would 
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not be consistently dominant. As Women’s House became a refuge for 

women and children escaping from domestic violence, it was vital that it was 

a place where they would feel safe. Women gained strength and confidence 

from working together. 

Understanding the importance of measuring data, in 1974, the staff at 

Women’s House immediately began to keep records.110 When Women’s 

House was launched, they recorded the number of calls their organisation 

received, splitting the enquiries into individual areas such as domestic 

violence advice, advice on rape, and information about abortion. Initially, 

these data were used at meetings to plan, develop, and organise their work 

according to the information provided by, and about, Queensland women. 

Later these actions proved overwhelmingly useful in supporting their 

arguments with evidence when applying for grants or contesting criticism of 

their services. These women understood the importance of developing a 

professional and systematic approach. 

Attention to administrative matters, important as that was, was 

secondary to providing support to the women who sought assistance. Jennie 

Harvie spoke of the importance of building confidence in the women who 

sought help from the staff at Women’s House. She explained that the staff, 

playing a support role only, made sure that they accompanied the women to 

seek advice from agencies such as the Department of Social Security. It was 

imperative that the women speak for themselves, and the staff assisted 

through guidance alone.111  

This chapter has examined women, sexuality, and power. It looked at 

the way women undertook a deep and thoughtful examination of their place 

in society. Through discussion, they identified that they lived limited lives, 

and that this was not of their own doing. They felt restricted and oppressed 

by gender discrimination and limited education and opportunities. Women 

realised that they had little control over their lives, minds, and bodies, and 

were often denied information with which they could make important 

decisions. 

The post-war years saw women revered as wives and mothers, devoted 

to their home and family. Some women had been influenced by the social 
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changes during World War II, and aggressive advertising of physical 

appearance. Women began to seek pleasure, including sexual pleasure. Many 

girls born after the war were raised in protective families, where respectable 

behaviour was expected. They were trained to follow strict rules so as to 

adhere to the expectations. By the time they were teenagers, they were 

disillusioned with respectability, as judged by their parents and the 

authorities. Women began to rebel, choosing fashion and personal style as 

one means by which they would reject standards of feminine beauty as 

oppressive. They moved toward more androgynous clothing that challenged 

society’s socially constructed gender roles, even though this could draw 

criticism. Women received limited education, including sex education. In a 

time of increased sexual exploration, this ignorance led some young women, 

unknowingly, into unplanned pregnancies, early marriage, and motherhood. 

Young people could be vulnerable to various authorities, and laws that could 

restrict their lives considerably.  

From 1970 on, women became increasingly visible in the public sphere. 

They became more political in their ideas. They were aware of the growing 

international women’s movement and adopted ideas about liberation. They 

read widely, became aware of their own power, and after years of domination 

by men in the New Left, sought knowledge, independence, empowerment, 

and leadership. Some women became part of the new Women’s Liberation 

movement and took part in in-depth discussions and exploration of what it 

meant to be a woman. 

Sexuality and sexual matters became a central theme to emerge from 

early discussions within Women’s Liberation. Women shared a wide range 

of personal experiences and realised that they were not alone in those 

experiences. Through informal self-education and consciousness raising, they 

began to improve their knowledge of their bodies, learned about their 

sexuality, and became aware of the link between sexuality and power. 

Women moved toward separation from men, despite having protested with 

them during the sixties. Many men were shocked and puzzled by this. Women 

embraced their womanhood and began to plan, and run, their own political 

activities, where women’s concerns dominated.  

Feminist activists believed that all women should have adequate 

knowledge of sexual issues. They realised that women, and girls, living in 
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Queensland, were victims of neglect and oppression. They used their 

knowledge to pressure for change to their clinical experiences, insisting that 

the woman should be the central figure in gynaecological and obstetric 

practices. 

Incensed with the lack, and the withholding, of sexual knowledge in 

1971, Women’s Liberationists undertook a controversial activity when they 

wrote and distributed a pamphlet, Female Sexuality & Education [sic], to girls 

as they left their schools one afternoon. It included information on sex, 

contraception, anatomy, and arguments against current ideas on morality, all 

of which the pamphleteers felt young women had a right to, but were currently 

being denied. The women were widely criticised by parents, the media, and 

the government.  

By now, many young women were completing university and entering 

their professional lives. Significant change was brought by the election of the 

Labor Federal Government, and some of these changes allowed women to 

form the Women’s Community Aid Association. These women opened and 

operated a multi-purpose health centre to provide support and information to 

women that was not available to them at the time. That they were women, 

who understood the issues faced by women, was essential. They applied for, 

and received, funding from the Australian Assistance Plan. The WCAA 

Centre provided women with a Shelter for women and their children who 

were escaping from a violent home. Women activists opened the Brisbane 

Rape Crisis Centre in 1975 and provided information about and support for 

contraception and abortion. They supported and guided women in dealing 

with government departments and other agencies. The women activists 

believed that liberation was central to the empowerment of women, and that 

women’s sexuality was linked to power, as an integral part of their being, and 

central to the modern operation of power.  

The next chapter will continue the theme of sexuality and examine how 

the power of women could be used to challenge the government to change 

legislation that discriminated against women. Concerns about rape, 

discrimination against women reporting rape, the interpretation of rape laws 

by the police, and the attitudes of the general public will be examined. A range 

of women will work toward the goal of bringing change to legislation, and to 

increase understanding and support for rape victims. Secondly the long 
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campaign for change to the abortion laws in Queensland will be explored. 

This campaign is the longest ongoing crusade fought by Queensland women. 

By the end of this period of study, there would be little change to the law and 

the battle toward decriminalisation of abortion would continue long into the 

future. 
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Chapter Six Sex Crimes, Rape and Abortion: The 
 Battle to Change Legislation in 
 Queensland 
 

We’ll be fighting in the streets 
With our children at our feet 
And the morals that they worship will be gone 
The men who spurred us on 
Sit in judgment of all wrong 
 Pete Townshend. Won’t Get Fooled Again, 1971. 

 

This chapter will examine two instances in which women played active roles 

in campaigns seeking change to Queensland Government Legislation. The 

first will examine the crime of rape, and the interpretation of the law regarding 

rape. Secondly, the ongoing struggle to have abortion decriminalised will be 

explored. In this chapter, I will argue that sexual crimes against women were 

severely under- reported throughout the state. There was no safe place for a 

woman who had been raped; the law, and those meant to uphold it, felt little 

empathy for the victim. Often, the woman received similar reactions from the 

community around her, becoming a shamed, intimidated, ostracised, and 

terrified casualty. Unwanted pregnancies could be the result for either married 

or unmarried women, and fear of unwanted pregnancies was a constant for 

Queensland women. For a single woman, the only options were marriage, or 

adoption. Any woman who sought an abortion, in Queensland, would be 

endangering her life if seeking a backyard abortion, and committing a crime. 

One of these issues saw a result during the period studied in this project. The 

other would not be resolved for many years, and this project covers only the 

first few years of a long battle. 

This chapter unites narratives of the crimes committed against Queensland 

women, with an explanation of the activism which brought these matters to 

public attention during the 1970s. The nature of sex crimes against women, 

during that era, made any representation of these events the rupture of a 

repressive silence. This chapter will offer both a descriptive review of these 

events, an explanation of the power relationships involved, and a delineation 

of the complex issues raised by media representations of sex crimes.
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Rape in Queensland and the Need for Legal Reform 
 

Anne Summers recalls the story of the Ingham pack rapes as one of the most  

notorious of her journalistic career. She explained that the story “was turned 

into a film, was the subject of documentaries, and an extensive number of 

debates”.1 The film was Shame, made in 1988, directed by Steve Jodrell, with 

an award-winning screenplay by Beverley Blankenship and Michael 

Brindley.  

Despite this, there is a lack of academic literature about the Ingham 

gang rapes. The National Times article exists, as does the original article in 

Gamut, but the film, Shame, appears to have been more studied than the 

events which inspired it.2 In her recent study, Sexual Violence in Australia, 

1970s - 1980s, Lisa Featherstone briefly refers to the crimes in Ingham, and 

references the 1976 article in the National Times.3 The original media 

accounts of the events remain authoritative, because the history of women in 

1970s Queensland is little represented in Australian scholarship. 

Furthermore, those few texts that are written do not privilege the voices of 

Queensland women themselves.  

Addressing this scholarly silence is one of the purposes of this thesis, 

and it could not have been written any other way, than by the methodology 

of social history, and the sourcing of memories and narratives from 

Queensland women of the era. This form of history has, as Luisa Passerini 

argues, drawn upon primary sources and has: “tried to go further in the 

exploration and analysis of fields such as social interpersonal relations, 

collective representations, and behavioural norms…”4  

Theoretically, women who were victims of sexual violence could have 

recourse to laws against the rape and assault of women. There was, however, 
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a certain toleration of sexual assault in Queensland and indeed, in some 

places, sexual violence became the norm.  

Few cases of sexual assault made it to court, but when they did, judges 

in the Queensland courts made remarks which show their disdain for victims. 

In 1966, one judge commented that “[s]ome of the girls (involved) were as 

young as 15 [sic] years of age, and I think the situation which you young men 

are in is largely contributed to by the girls and by their parents”5 while another 

judge stated that “I take into consideration that the girl was in a sense what 

might be called ‘gaol bait’”.6  

Camilla Nelson wrote, in 2018, that sexist behaviour went 

unchallenged, and unnoticed, in 1970s Queensland because “it was the way 

things were back then”.7 She makes this observation when describing routine, 

and unprosecuted, gang rapes in Ingham. The law supposedly protected 

women, but interpretation of those laws, combined with the social mores, led 

to women living in fear of rape and violence, experiencing shame, and the 

negative judgement of their reputation, with little recourse to justice. This 

disempowerment, together with the social pressures, and the ostracising of 

those seen as morally deficient, maintained the suppression of women’s 

sexuality and visibility in Queensland.  

This chapter will now turn to two communities in Queensland and will 

examine examples of sex crimes which clearly show how power is related to 

sexuality and gender. Practices by some men in two Queensland rural 

communities, Ingham, and Toowoomba, further confirm the 

disempowerment of women at the time, and can be used as examples of the 

toleration of crimes against women.  
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Murphy’s Creek, near Toowoomba 
 

The 1974 rape and murder of two nurses, Wendy Evans and Lorraine Wilson, 

at Murphy’s Creek, near Toowoomba, demonstrates the tolerance of some 

sex crimes and the planning of these crimes by the perpetrators. This case had 

remained unsolved, and not even completely investigated, but pressure from 

the victims’ families, meant that the case was reopened in 2013 and a second 

Coroner’s Inquest was held.  

Evans and Wilson had left Brisbane to travel to Dubbo in New South 

Wales. Their car is reported to have broken down, and they continued their 

journey, hitch-hiking. Though hitch-hiking was popular in the seventies, it 

was considered very dangerous, especially for women. Many did hitch-hike, 

demonstrating the unruly spirit of youth culture, and the growing 

independence of women. Evans and Wilson completely disappeared, in 

October 1974, with no sign of their whereabouts until two bodies were found 

in bushland near Toowoomba, in 1978, and later identified.  

Rumours abounded in the area about a group of local men and their 

alleged attacks on young women. The 2013 Coroner’s Report states that some 

offences were reported to police, but “either because the then prevailing 

attitudes to rape that in part blamed the victim, or because the victims were 

too intimidated to more vigorously prosecute their complaints, an effective 

criminal justice response was not forthcoming”.8 In 2013, the crime was still 

not solved, one perpetrator only was identified, and the coroner wrote of  

statements [that] describe degrading behaviour, sexual abuse and 
violence towards numerous women over protracted periods of 
time by a group of men that include members of the Hilton and 
Laurie families and their associates, some of whom are suspected 
of being involved in the deaths of Ms Evans and Ms Wilson. 
 
Some of those who allege these suspects had a propensity for 
violence and to force unwilling young women to have sex with 
them have been called to give evidence...9 

 
During the 1970s, the sight of groups of men driving in cars through central 

Toowoomba, and forcing young women to take lifts with them, was 
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commonplace. They would then be taken to a rural location and forced to 

have sex. A report of the inquest stated that: 

Boogie Hilton's uncle Trevor told the inquest he often saw his 
nephew accompanied by Shorty Laurie and Allan Neil Laurie 
followed by up to three carloads of men driving down the main 
street of Toowoomba, putting ‘young sheilas’ into their cars or 
the boots of vehicles. He said if the girls didn't get in the car they'd 
get ‘a clip over the ears’.10  
 

Numerous witnesses at the inquest, including police officers, confirmed these 

observations, and also confirmed that no action was taken to restrain these 

men:  

Trevor Hilton, “Boogie” Hilton’s uncle, told the court the group 
was notorious. Everybody in the town knew what they were 
doing, he said. I don’t know why it wasn’t stopped in them [sic] 
days because then those nurses would probably still be alive.11 

 
Ingham, North Queensland 
 
Late in 1976, reports began to filter out of the North Queensland town of 

Ingham about regular, and repeated, gang rapes of young women over the 

previous four years. These rapes could occur up to four times a week, and 

could involve up to thirty two men, according to a report in Gamut.12 The 

report states that “the women are made to feel that they have no right to 

control their own sexuality – and that being sexually used by the men is a 

form of social acceptance by their male peers”.13 Threats, guilt, self-blame, 

rejection, ostracisation and ignorance of legal options could combine to keep 

the women victims in Ingham and controlled and oppressed. Further, 

disparity in the interpretation, and enforcement, of the law meant that when 

crimes were reported, the law leaned toward favouring the male defendant 

rather than the female victim, and this consequently maintained the power 

imbalance between men and women.  

 
10 Channel 9 News, 2013, April 12, Qld cold-case inquest told of 

violent men,  
https://www.9news.com.au/national/qld-cold-case-inquest-told-

of-violent-men/6a764a66-cd5b-4779-9460-3c076e566b4f 
11 Baskin, B. 2013, April 13. ‘Murder victims Lorraine Wilson, 

20, and Wendy Evans, 18, were seen by many in 1974, but 
helped by none,’ The Courier Mail. 

12 Schultz, J. 1977. Ingham Rape Report: Girls in our Town just 
Haven't a Chance. Gamut, 47(2), 13. 

13 Ibid. 
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In 1976, two women, Heather Ross, and the editor of Semper Floreat, 

Julianne Schultz, met National Times reporter, Bruce Stannard, at a Media 

Seminar held at the University of Queensland, where Stannard had given a 

paper. Ross, who had grown up in Ingham, told the story to Stannard. Schultz 

explains that Stannard,  

was quite shaken and saw it as a "good story" for his newspaper, 
but it was a matter of proving it to his editors. To this end Heather 
and I worked on the story for several months to convince the 
National Times to go ahead with it.14 

 
Stannard reports that, on his return to Sydney, he called the police in Ingham. 

He interviewed the police and the Stipendiary Magistrate. Later, a team of 

three journalists, Stannard, Bruce Hancock, and Anne Summers, travelled to 

Ingham to investigate and conduct interviews. When the National Times 

published the story, the names of the police and extracts from their 

conversation were included in the article. The story, “How Women are 

Trained: If it’s not rape what is it?”, was published in the National Times in 

December 1976, breaking the story nationally.  

Anne Summers, the feminist writer, has explained, in her recently 

published memoir, Unfettered and Alive, how her colleague, Bruce Stannard:  

returned to Sydney and got on the phone. He had been sceptical 
initially that such a story could be true – in the 1970s surely such 
behaviour would not be tolerated. But a quick chat with an 
Ingham detective-sergeant confirmed not only that rape was 
common – between 30 and 40 local women had been raped, he 
said – but the police were largely powerless to do anything about 
for lack of evidence. They did not even bother to record the 
complaints any more.15  

 
The National Times article, written by Anne Summers, Bruce Stannard and 

Bruce Hanford, became very famous, and “[t]he story was re-reported by 

overseas media, it was turned into a film, … and other forms of follow-up”.16 

But this high-profile media item was not esteemed by the women activists in 

Queensland who had originally informed Bruce Stannard of the story. They 

felt that their own contribution, and that of other Queensland women, to 

breaking the silence about the sexual assaults, had not been included in the 

 
14 Ibid. 
15 Summers, A. 2018. Unfettered and Alive, Allen and Unwin, p. 

24. 
16 Ibid, p 27. 
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article, which was written by journalists based in Sydney. The women’s 

reactions to the National Times article show that attaining visibility, and 

empowerment of women, is not always a straightforward process.  

In February 1977, Schultz published a version of the story in Gamut, 

explaining her disappointment in the National Times version. She reports that 

when she, Schultz, contacted the police, the officer “denied all…previous 

statements saying that he didn't know of any rapes which took place in the 

town”.17 Schultz claims this was the beginning of a cover up. She also claimed 

that Heather Ross had been “misquoted in a defamatory way which made the 

people she was hoping to influence question her credibility”.18 She also said 

that “The National Times treatment of the story was not of the standard we 

had expected from Australia's foremost newspaper”,19 and that the response 

of other newspapers was cursory. After Schultz and Ross published the 

Gamut version of the story, Liberal MLA, Rosemary Kyburz, became 

involved. She travelled to Ingham and attended a public meeting.  

Few women were prepared to speak about their experiences, but one 

woman did comment, on radio, that although she had not been raped, yet “it 

was inevitable that I will be”.20 Trivialisation also occurred, with reports of 

men who “regard the whole thing as something of a joke” 21 and that “it’s just 

a bit of hanky panky, boys will be boys…”22  

In regard to activism, the situation for women in Ingham differed 

markedly from those working for change in Brisbane. Ingham is a small town 

in which anonymity is impossible. Regardless of how a woman reported 

being attacked, she would be in danger. For girls and women, the acceptance 

and cover up of these instances of rape left them in a very difficult position. 

They had already been threatened that if they went to the police, the attack 

would be repeated. Many of them were under the age of eighteen and had 

little understanding of their legal options. Their youth also meant that they 

themselves could be referred to the juvenile justice system and serve a 

sentence for being “in moral danger”. Guilt and fear prevented many women 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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from telling their family or friends, because “of guilt and shame and fear and 

rejection” by their parents, of whom many were Italian and “[r]ejection and 

wrath [were] a real possibility”.23 Worse still, Ross and Schultz wrote that 

“the competitive nature of the role of women in a country town such as 

Ingham means that that they cannot seek help and support from other 

women”.24 The population was too low to support the usual activist methods 

such as marches, rallies or demonstrations. Any sort of protest outside a 

courthouse would destroy any anonymity, and it was extremely rare for any 

of the men to be charged, let alone prosecuted. 

John Curra, in his book, The Relativity of Deviance, listed the 

characteristics of the Ingham community that made sexual violence against 

women a common occurrence. Those are, that women were men’s 

possessions, that a woman was expected to live a virtuous life under her 

father’s roof until she married, whereupon she was would assume the duties 

of faithful wife, and devoted mother, under her husband’s roof, that women 

must never do or say anything that might bring shame on their families, and 

that women were devalued. Curra’s comments concur with Ross and Schultz 

in stating that women could be placed in one of two mutually exclusive 

categories, virgin or whore.25  

This demonstrates the harsh way in which both men and women can 

judge other women, who fail to meet the ideal, regardless of whether it is their 

choice or not. We must wonder why it was that women judged their sisters so 

cruelly, and with so little understanding, of how women could be overcome, 

assaulted, and injured by men, or show so little empathy for the pain, guilt, 

anguish, and trauma that those women felt. Did ‘judging’ women feel an 

obligation to support their men, or sons? Perhaps they felt superior to those 

who had been attacked, a sense of power when able to sit in judgment, or just 

felt lucky it was not them. Curra suggests that “[b]ecause women were 

expected to protect their families from any kind of humiliation, any woman 

who was raped was under strong pressure to keep it to herself and suffer in 

silence”.26 Whatever the reasons, it may have been beneficial for women to 

 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Curra, J. 2019. The relativity of deviance. Thousand Oaks., 

pp. 94-95. 
26 Curra, 2019, p. 95. 
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band together to work toward a solution rather than resort to blaming and 

condemning. Those women who had been injured victims could not have trust 

in other women who might be responsible for their censure. Unfortunately, 

this seems to have been one of the prevailing social mores of the period.  

The Ingham and Toowoomba/Murphy’s Creek incidents are 

documented events, due to fortuitous circumstances. The story of the pack 

rapes in Ingham was reported because of the ground-breaking work of 

feminist journalists in 1976, who were willing to take on such a topic, and to 

break the silence about sexual offences. Finally, the rapes and murders at 

Murphy’s Creek were fully investigated, and publicly accounted for, because 

the families of the murdered nurses never gave up, and for several decades 

insisted that the case remain open and that a full inquest inquiry be conducted. 

They achieved this is 2013. It was then that the Australian public was 

informed of the rape culture which had gone on, without hindrance, in 

Toowoomba in the 1970s.  

It is likely that many other similar incidents took place in the state, 

without being widely recognised and reported. Indeed, documentary evidence 

about these crimes makes reference to numerous other similar events. People 

in Queensland knew of such events, which were conveyed through informal 

exchanges and were a part of popular consciousness. These crimes highlight 

the depth and complexity of issues pertaining to the sexuality of women in 

Queensland. The women activists, who in the 1970s actively challenged the 

impunity of rapists, were making a radical move. The records of the era 

showed the potential danger they faced in their attempts to empower women. 

There were individuals within the Queensland legal system who wanted 

an effective response to such crimes against women. But the official response 

of the state was authoritarian. In 1980, after a decade of reports of murders, 

sexual assaults and disappearances of women travelling on Queensland roads, 

the government made hitchhiking an offence in law: 

“There have been a number of instances where young persons 
who have hitchhiked on roads have been given a ride and 
subsequently murdered,” Police Minister Russ Hinze and 
Transport Minister Ken Tomkins told Parliament in a 
submission. “Tragically, many young people — confident of 
their own invulnerability — will continue to hitchhike no matter 
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how appalling the risks.’’ State Cabinet approved a $20 on-the-
spot fine for hitchhiking.27 

 
This legal measure was entirely directed at potential victims of crime, and 

there was not even any discussion about the offenders who were putting 

women at risk. Once again, women were victims and expected to pay a price.  

In 1980, The Australian Women’s Weekly published a story called “The 

legacy of anguish and broken marriages... WOMEN TALK ABOUT THE 

TRAUMA OF RAPE [emphasis original] in which they claimed that “[e]ight 

women out of every 100 [sic] in Australia claim to have been the victims of 

rape – and most of them say their assailant was either a friend or a casual 

acquaintance”.28 This is an example of a mainstream magazine making a 

serious attempt to research and explain rape. As a domestic women’s 

magazine, popular and widely read, the publication of this article indicates 

the social changes occurring in these years. The magazine commissioned a 

survey and received over 30,000 replies. One third of responders sent letters 

with their surveys. That the women were keen to complete the survey, and 

further to write of their experiences, indicates that women were becoming 

more willing to express their feelings about their experiences. It also shows 

that those experiences may have been more widespread than previously 

realised.  

Many of the women wrote of the reasons that they did not report their 

rape. Others told of their experiences, and its effect on their lives. The women 

wrote of their shame, their subsequent mental illnesses, hospitalisations, 

depression, suicide attempts and long periods of counselling, and the courage 

it took to complete the survey. One woman admitted that she and her friend 

did not report because they did not want to upset their families. Women also 

mentioned the hostility of police, and 91% of responders thought the attitude 

of court systems to the victim discouraged those victims from reporting rape. 

 
27 Stolz, G. (2018, October 28). Hitchhiker Murderer who was 

never caught, The Courier Mail. 
https://www.couriermail.com.au/news/special-features/in-
depth/hitchhiker-murderer-who-was-never-caught/news-
story/1125e21ce121d40b7ed9454d943891ab 

28 Author Unknown. (1980, July 23). The legacy of anguish and 
broken marriages... WOMEN TALK ABOUT THE 
TRAUMA OF RAPE. The Australian Women's Weekly, p. 
30. http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article51588272 
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Some women urged that rapists be castrated and made to pay compensation 

to their victims. Many of these reasons paralleled the reluctance of the women 

in Ingham to speak out, and thus their inability to actively protest against their 

situation. 

The letters indicated that many women would not consider going to 

police if they were raped. It was reported that women who did regretted their 

decision, resenting the humiliation of being questioned (when in shock), and 

fearing the cross-examination in court. They mentioned being made to feel 

guilty in court while the rapist was lauded as innocent until proven guilty. 

Several women mentioned that they had not revealed that they had been raped 

until many years later. Another woman spoke of “attitudes of the mostly male 

police forces and courts…being contemptuous and disbelieving toward 

victims of rape”.29 She also said that it was “iniquitous that the victim’s 

previous sexual history should be revealed in the courtroom, while the 

accused man’s history is considered inadmissible as evidence”.30  

As the discussion has shown, white Queensland women were in a 

disadvantaged position, but Aboriginal women who were raped faced even 

harsher consequences. Paul Wilson writes that “in 1975 the Brisbane black 

community presented thirty signed statements by black women to the then 

federal Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Mr Johnson, alleging rape and sexual 

assaults carried out on them while being held in police custody”.31 This was 

under the heading of: “Areas Worthy of Further Investigation” in Paul 

Wilson’s book, The Other Side of Rape.  

The issue was further examined in 1975, when Joanne Torry wrote her 

Honours thesis, in the University of Queensland’s Women’s Studies course, 

called Double Jeopardy – Black and A Woman. Torry looked at the issue of 

rape and black women in Australia and recognised that it was highly unlikely 

for a black woman to report a rape, since both black and white women are 

 
29 The legacy of anguish and broken marriages... WOMEN 

TALK ABOUT THE TRAUMA OF RAPE (1980, July 
23). The Australian Women's Weekly (1933 - 1982), p. 
30. 

30 The legacy of anguish and broken marriages... WOMEN 
TALK ABOUT THE TRAUMA OF RAPE (1980, July 
23). The Australian Women's Weekly (1933 - 1982), p. 
30. 

31 Wilson, P, 1978, p. 95. 
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victims of “the fairly common attitude that a woman must have done 

something to deserve it”.32 She also wrote that  

[i]n Brisbane some women have bad experiences with the 
policeman, [sic] not only for consistent arrests, but some have 
alleged that the very people they are supposed to turn to are very 
often the ones who commit the sexual assault.33  

 
She argued that racism had become a functional institution in Australia and 

that Aboriginal women and men are better to continue to fight for black 

liberation on a political level.34  

In Personal Politics, Sara Evans wrote that “white women in general 

were not subjected to the brutality that some black women and males of both 

races experienced”. This claim is illustrated disturbingly in Queensland by 

the recurrent rapes of Marlene Cummins. Cummins’ first sexual experience 

was pack rape, and she was raped again on two further occasions. Following 

the third occasion, the hospital reported the rape to the police, who took her 

to the police station to be interviewed. Instead of receiving help and support, 

she was arrested and charged with indecent language, stripped and searched 

(by a policewoman), subjected to racist insults, and finally arrested for 

assault.35 Women, particularly black women, could expect little protection 

from the law.  

Paul Wilson wrote that the proportion of pack rapes in Brisbane, at 

fourteen per cent of a total of all reported sexual assaults, was lower than that 

recorded in Sydney at thirty-two per cent of offences.36 A completely accurate 

statistic cannot be ascertained, because scholars are reliant upon records in 

the legal system, and these types of offences were often not reported. 

Women could find themselves powerless in the face of the physical 

power of their attacker or the use of a weapon. Fear could render them 

paralysed and unable to resist. Those who did resist could be more seriously 

injured, yet those who were submissive could also come “to a most chilling 

 
32 Torry, 1975, p. 31. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Torry, 1975, p. 32. 
35 Leaflet, “What Hope Justice?, UQFL576, Lilla Watson 

Collection, Box 27, Folder 14, Fryer Library, University 
of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. p. 4. 

36 Wilson, P. 1978. The Other Side of Rape. University of 
Queensland Press., p.31. 
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end”.37 Fear did not end for many women who carried it for their entire life, 

as Nancy Peck explained. When interviewing women about their experiences, 

she “had to meet people like they were spies or something, in parks, 

anonymously because they had never told anybody” about their rape.38 Not 

only did the victims find themselves feeling completely disempowered, but 

they could also be blamed for the attack when they reported it.  

It is now accepted that the crime of rape is a symbol of power, and the 

domination, of men over women. In his 1938 book, Bertrand Russell wrote 

that “it is only by realising that love of power is the cause of the activities that 

are important in social affairs that history, whether ancient or modern, can be 

rightly interpreted”.39 Women activists had been interpreting the relationship 

between men and women in Queensland since the beginning of the second 

wave women’s movement began. They realised that until women began to 

speak out about this crime, attitudes would be unchanged in Queensland 

society. Paul Wilson recognised that rape could be seen as “an extension of 

the institutionalized [sic] patterns inherent in the relative position of men and 

women in social relations”.40 Men were content and comfortable with the 

status quo in Queensland, while women were desperately seeking change. In 

the crime of rape, the power remains with the man, because of his superior 

strength, and because the responsibility is placed on the victim. In Queensland 

society, it was accepted, and expected, that men were dominant and women 

subservient. As the Editor of the multi-campus weekly newspaper, Gamut, 

stated: “the greatest hurdle may be overcoming the prevailing double 

standards and mores that allow people to say that the women somehow 

deserve to be raped.”41  

As part of the feminist confrontation with sexual oppression, in 1977, 

and as mentioned earlier, Ross and Schultz wrote that the prevailing attitude 

allowed for only “two categories of women - labelled as a virgin or a 

whore”.42 As Anne Summers argues, in Damned Whores and God’s Police, 

 
37 Wilson, 1978, p. 32. 
38 P. ni Ivor & N. Peck, Interview with the researcher February 

27, 2017. 
39 Russell, B. 1938. Power, a new social analysis. Allen & 

Unwin., p. 10. 
40 Wilson, 1978, p. 31. 
41 Editor, Gamut, 1977, p. 2. 
42 Schultz, 1977 in Gamut, p. 13. 
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these two stereotypes extend to mean “good” women and “bad” women, as 

classified by men, and also by the women who strive to be “God’s Police”. In 

many instances of life, women can be placed in either category, and therefore 

those categories can follow women all their lives and create constructed false 

divisions in the experiences of women. This division of women is sometimes 

supported by women, and therefore, benefits men by maintaining a division 

amongst women which can cause competition and unfriendly rivalry. This 

lack of unity, therefore, serves to perpetuate these perceptions of women and 

continues their oppression.43 Women began to understand that pressure was 

needed, in the Queensland community, to open a conversation about the issue 

of rape and its effect on women. Women activists did this, with the intention 

of educating the public and altering their attitude to the crime of rape. 

 
Action by Women Activists to Reform Rape Laws, and Challenge 
Attitudes to Rape 

 

The crime of rape took place in an unbroken silence, which was part of 

Queensland women’s experience of powerlessness. In the case of rape, 

frequently the onus of proof was put on the girl who had been assaulted. Some 

men would argue that the woman deserved it, and the example of the woman’s 

previous behaviour could see her denounced, and discredited, in the 

courtroom. But a movement for change was underway. Amanda Kaladelfos 

and Lisa Featherstone explain that: 

Feminism has long been at the cutting edge of nuanced 
investigations of violence. Women’s Liberation intensified 
analysis with second-wave feminism focusing on multiple forms 
of violence by men against women. Sexual violence became an 
important issue for feminist analysis and scholarship. Susan 
Brownmiller’s controversial text Against Our Will: Women, Men, 
and Rape (1975) is widely credited with sparking Western 
feminist scholars’ critical interrogations of the power relations 
inherent in sexual violence, examining the problem in fields as 
diverse as law, socio-legal studies, cultural studies, history and 
literature.44  
 

 
43 Summers, A. 2014. Damned whores and God's police. (5th 

Ed.). Anne Summers Reports Pty Ltd 2014. 
44 Kaladelfos, A., & Featherstone, L. 2014. Sexual and gender-

based violence: definitions, contexts, meanings, Australian 
Feminist Studies, 29(81), 233. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.2014.958121 
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Feminist defiance provided a strategy that women found to be a very effective 

way to be visible and to communicate.  

Nancy Peck’s experiences in her work, both in the police force and later 

at Women’s House and the Rape Crisis Centre, explain why she became a 

strong advocate for women’s control of their own health and reproductive 

rights. The experiences faced by pregnant single women show how 

appropriate the well-known saying “the personal is political” is. Personal 

experiences could be politically controlled.  

Protests against rape followed new strategies as well as the old ones. 

The major action was the opening of the Brisbane Rape Crisis Centre which, 

although unfunded, provided a valuable service previously unavailable to 

women. Women involved with Women’s House, including Rosalind Innes, 

wrote scholarly articles for publication, while Nancy Peck presented a paper 

at the 1975 conference on “Women’s Health in a Changing Society”.45 Every 

opportunity was taken to seek publicity about the service, especially when 

they could respond to criticism. Nancy Peck told of seeking publicity when 

she “appeared in the newspaper to ask women who had hidden stories of rape 

to come forward”.46 The women activists also made good use of the network 

they had built with television journalists to have their stories aired on shows 

like This Day Tonight.47  

Other actions included court attendance to support the women who 

were charged with false report of rape. In such cases, women holding banners 

stood outside the court. There were also marches and rallies. Tribune reports 

that in September 1975, Ros Innes and Nancy Peck of the Brisbane Rape 

Crisis Centre organised “a 200-strong rally in Brisbane City Square [to call] 

for an inquiry into allegations of police sexual brutality against Aboriginal 

women”.48 Rosalind Innes said: “Aboriginal women suffered more sexual 

abuse than white women in Australian society”49 and added that she knew of 

Aboriginal women taken to the Watchhouse at night, who were raped by 

 
45 Innes, R. 1976, pp. 23-30, Tharunka, 1975, p. 20.  
46 P. ni Ivor & N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, February 

27, 2017. 
47 Ibid. 
48 1975, The Cauldron, Tribune, p. 10. 
49 Ibid.  
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police.50 At the same event, Nancy Peck told the press that the Centre would 

like to see rape laws changed, that husbands should not be able to legally rape 

their wives, and that, during court cases, women should be able to give 

evidence in a closed court.51  

Between December 1974 and August 1976, Women’s House staff took 

the opportunity to work with Paul Wilson, interviewing women to discover 

why rape was often not reported.52 Paul Wilson, a Reader in Sociology at 

Queensland University, published The Other Side of Rape, with the 

University of Queensland Press, in 1978, and consulted on a national level 

with government bodies to improve medical and police services for survivors 

of sexual assault. His work helped to reform attitudes toward sexual assault 

in Australia. Unlike the women activists at the Brisbane Rape Crisis Centre, 

who were young and embarking in their careers, Wilson had institutional 

power and academic standing. In 2017, Paul Wilson himself was convicted 

of sexual offences against a child of under 12 years old, these offences having 

taken place in the early 1970s.  

Two women MLAs sat in Parliament in the 1970s and were able to 

speak on behalf of women to lobby for changes. Importantly, they were also 

able to reject some of the comments made by the men in parliament, about 

long-held attitudes to rape.  

The years 1975 and 1976 saw a major increase in the visibility of 

women speaking about sexual crimes against women. On March 3, 1976, the 

Communist Party newspaper Tribune published a story from Brisbane under 

the headline “Women charged under bogus law”.53 In the article, the staff at 

the Brisbane Rape Crisis Centre responded to the cases of two women being 

found guilty on charges of false complaint of rape. Women demonstrated 

outside the court, and thirty-five women filed into the courtroom. A 

representative commented: “It is absolutely vital that we fight these cases. 

We believe that the police have created a powerful political weapon against 

women and we must fight it”.54 Patricia ni Ivor said in her interview that when 

the women were falsely accused, and then charged by police, the Women at 

 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Wilson, 1978, p. 25. 
53 Author unknown, 1976, Tribune, p.2. 
54 Ibid.  



193 
 

the Rape Crisis Centre raised a “huge outcry…over those false complaints of 

rape. We really went to town on that”.55 In the 1970s, women who opposed 

sexual assault and sexual exploitation faced a difficult task in Queensland. 

More than any other issue, rape divided the women activists from the Old 

Left, and from institutions of the state. Conscription, anti-war activities, 

environmentalism, and Aboriginal activism all were linked to other groups 

which had resources and exerted power. Sexual assault was different. It was 

a crime often not recognised as a crime, and the women activists had to make 

a great effort to break the silence and assert visibility.  

In The Australian, on May 29, 1976, Queensland’s Police Minister said 

that victims of crime were often to blame, stating that the recent rape and 

murder of a teenage girl on the Gold Coast… “is only one of many crimes in 

which the opportunity, a vital element in all crimes, has been created by the 

victim”.56 The history of sexual assault and the Queensland Left was 

especially fraught. The case of Jean Devanny, a woman writer who lived in 

Queensland during the interwar era, indicates the scope of the problem. In 

1941, Jean Devanny was working as a cook at an isolated bush camp inland 

from Cairns, with other members of the Communist Party. She was gang-

raped by four men, who put it about that she was a willing victim. As a 

consequence, Jean Devanny was expelled from the Communist Party. No 

action of any sort was taken against the men.57  

This reactionary attitude toward a woman victim of sexual assault was 

no longer held by the New Left activists of the 1960s, and the CPA 

newspaper, Tribune, covered events in Queensland with an active sympathy 

for the women who founded the Rape Crisis Centre. However, it is interesting 

that it was in Queensland in 1975 that a stalwart member of the Old Left, 

long-time activist Vilma Ward, approached the State Health Minister, Dr 

Llew Edwards, who was heading a three-woman committee. The committee 

asked that the Minister investigate the Rape Crisis Centre and that he question 

the “quality of the counselling, expenditure, and the qualifications of the 18 

women who operate it”.58 She claimed that the women were setting 

 
55 P. ni Ivor and N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, 

February 27, 2017. 
56 The Australian, 7 July, 1976 in Tribune, p. 2. 
57 Ferrier, 1999, p 184. 
58 1975, Qld Rape Centre Hits Back at Attack, Tribune, p 12. 
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themselves up in opposition to the police, that there would be some sort of 

fee involved, that Women’s Libbers attack men as “beasts of society”, and 

that, often “a girl deserves all she gets”.59 In saying this, Vilma Ward was 

expressing a widely held view, and this consensus of opinion had to be 

confronted if women were to protest effectively against sexual assault. Staff 

at Women’s House responded, strongly defending themselves, and an 

unintended result was that the Centre received favourable publicity. Two 

informants for this study, Patricia ni Ivor and Nancy Peck, worked at the 

Centre and explained that they had, previously, been reluctant to disclose the 

professional qualifications to prevent victims seeking help from feeling 

overawed.60 

By September 1976, Queenslanders had seen the opening of the 

Brisbane Rape Crisis Centre and the flurry of debate in the media. Rallies had 

been held supporting Aboriginal Women against police sexual brutality. Two 

women had attempted to report their rapes to the police and were, instead, 

charged with making a false report and found guilty. The Queensland Police 

Minister had claimed in the media that victims of rape were often to blame. 

Women in Queensland had highlighted cases of sexual assault, misuse of the 

laws against rape. attitudes toward the crime and victim-blaming. Women 

were becoming more outspoken and were prepared to show their anger.  

In support, the Member for Salisbury, Rosemary Kyburz, rose in the 

House on 7 September, 1976 and raised the issue of Section 347 of the 

Criminal Code for debate,61 warning her colleagues that she “intend[ed] to 

make a great deal of fuss…and if anybody is bored he can leave the Chamber 

now, because I am going to talk about rape”.62 Speaking for twenty five 

minutes, Kyburz quotes from notes written on major cases relating to the law 

on rape including directions that advise that: 

... the trial judge should direct the jury that they should carefully 
scrutinize the evidence in respect of the following questions: (1) 
Is the girl virtuous? (2) Did she scream or call for help? (3) Did 
her body or clothing show any mark or tear indicating resistance 

 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Kyburz, R. Queensland Parliament, Legislative Assembly, 

September 15, 1976, p. 261. 
62 Kyburz, 1976, p. 264. 
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to force? Negative answers to these questions carry a strong 
presumption that her testimony is false or feigned.63 

 
Kyburz then speaks of women’s experiences, contending that not all the 

women would respond in this “required manner” in order to prove that they 

were not lying. She stresses that different women react in very different ways. 

She mentions social issues linked closely to rape, arguing that alcohol is being 

used as an excuse for a sexual attack. Referring to the disallowing of evidence 

relating to a woman’s previous sexual history, in court, she asks that 

consideration be given to changing the Criminal Code and that women be 

invited to make submissions. She tells the House that wives can be raped by 

their husbands, that women may withhold their consent, and asks that the 

charge be changed to assault, in a range of degrees, according to the severity 

of the attack. She also calls for the introduction of human relationships 

courses in schools. During this speech, one Member interjected, arguing that 

“[a] husband must have some conjugal rights”.64 The debate for changes to 

the laws on rape had opened, as women, through their increased visibility, 

fought for political change, firmly within the system. 

Despite her limited power, Rosemary Kyburz’s status as an elected 

member provided her, a woman, the opportunity to raise the issue for debate 

in a place which had the power to make change to legislation. As only the 

fourth woman in Queensland to be elected, and one of only two female 

members in the government, Kyburz was in a special position. She was able 

to speak for women, in parliament, and explain some of the complexities that 

might have been missed in a male-only debate. She was also able to forge an 

invisible link with women of the extra-parliamentary opposition, a powerful 

instance of solidarity. At the same time, she was able to understand, and 

explain, opinions of women that differed from her own. She was able to 

correct inappropriate comments, and attacks, made by the men during debate. 

Assertive in her role, she had some limited success in working towards 

making Queensland a more woman-friendly state. Finally, within twelve 

months, she was in Parliament to see the first reading of the proposed 

 
63 Ibid. 
64 Frawley, D. Queensland Parliament, Legislative Assembly, 

September 7, 1976, p. 264. 
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amendments to the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Bill and take part in the 

long debate held on 15 September 1977.65 

 
Abortion rights campaign 
 

As with the campaign to reform rape laws, the campaign for abortion rights 

stemmed from women’s lived experience of disempowerment and 

opprobrium in terms of their sexuality. Sexual activity was the worst way for 

women to depart from the feminine ideal so entrenched in Queensland society 

during the period studied, unless they became pregnant. The only choice then 

was marriage, or if that was not possible, then the young woman would be 

sequestered until the baby was born and signed over for adoption.  

Susan Currie’s experience shows what would happen to a young single 

woman who found herself unexpectedly pregnant, as she did, just after she 

turned twenty-one. She explained how she felt she had no control over her 

life. When Currie found that she was pregnant, she was repeating the 

experience of her parents. Looking to explain her own situation, she recalled 

that  

at home our lives were very constrained…Mum would listen to 
phone calls and read what you wrote, and yeah, go through your 
room and stuff like that so you had no privacy and things like that 
which is one of the reasons I got pregnant because, you know, no 
contraception because she would have picked up on that 
immediately.66  
 

She recalled that  

Dad…decided I wouldn’t make the same mistake they had made 
and that I would go to Sydney and have the baby and give it up 
and come home and nobody would be any the wiser…67 

 

She explained the lack of power she had over her own life and the 

disempowerment she felt since her father “took charge of the situation [saying 

that he] would make enquiries”.68 Currie soon found herself hidden away, 

imprisoned in St Margaret’s Hospital in Darlinghurst for the duration of the 

 
65 Queensland Parliament, Legislative Assembly, September 15, 

1977, pp. 668 – 699. 
66 Currie, S, Interview with the researcher, April 26, 2016. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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pregnancy.69 Her experience parallels comments made by Nancy Peck, who 

said that  

One of the things that stirred my passion, while I was a cop, I’d 
worked with unmarried mothers like in the Salvos and stuff where 
the girls…before the pill, and we should never forget what the pill 
brought to women in terms of choice, but those young women 
were imprisoned for nine months, then when their babies were 
born, without them ever seeing them, those children were just 
automatically adopted, and the girls, most of whom were from the 
country, were sent back home, carrying that secret for a very long 
time.70 
 

Although abortion was illegal in Queensland, it was possible for a woman to 

obtain one. Lynda Boland spoke about how she, as an unmarried woman,  

had trouble getting a prescription for the Pill…abortion in 
Queensland remains illegal, and probably still is, [Note - this 
interview was conducted in 2015. Abortion was finally 
decriminalised in Queensland in 2018] and it was just a serious 
problem for a young woman because you don't want to rely on a 
guy to take precautions and even when I did, I got pregnant. Um, 
so, there was a whole lot of problems so that campaign, that was 
also, sort of, more intimate, but very strongly felt.71  
 

In an interview for the 2017 50 Years of Direct Action conference in Brisbane, 

Boland said that, in the early 1970s, she was denied “a prescription for the 

pill by her doctor…who said because he was a Catholic he couldn't do it”.72 

She explained that she found, subsequently, that “it led to an unwanted 

pregnancy and abortion was illegal but I made a trip out of Queensland and 

had an illegal abortion, by a doctor, but on the kitchen table”.73 Boland, as a 

working woman, had the means to travel interstate and pay for the procedure. 

Women were denied the right to make many decisions regarding their 

own bodies. Most doctors were male and were often decision-makers in the 

lives of women. The research of Lisa Featherstone has shown that this 

individual experience was found right across Australian society at the time, 

and that the power of medical professionals was even more important than 

 
69 Currie, S. 2016. A prescription for action. The life of Dr Janet 

Irwin. Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty Ltd., p. 199. 
70 P. ni Ivor & N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, February 

27, 2017. 
71 L. Boland, Interview with the researcher, July 11, 2015. 
72 L. Boland, Interview. Undated. Radical Times Archive, 0:45. 
73 Ibid, Undated, 1:02. 
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religious objections in denying reproductive rights to women. There were also 

issues of cost and availability.74 

The campaign for abortion rights took a different path from the 

campaign to reform rape laws, and became the longest ongoing issue in 

protest activity in Queensland. The campaign was initiated in 1970, and 

continued until 2018, when abortion was finally decriminalised in the state’s 

legislation.75 A major reason for the ongoing campaign, which at times 

became ferocious, was the divisiveness within the community. Both sides, 

pro-abortion and anti-abortion, were fanatically committed to their views, and 

equally prepared to fight for what they believed was right. In recent years, 

approximately 22000 women sought help with unwanted pregnancies in 

Queensland, through Children by Choice,76 an organisation which kept 

meticulous records and published quarterly reports.  

When the Abortion Law Reform Association was set up in Queensland 

in April 1971, voluntary members were “increasingly interrupted with calls 

for help from women unwantedly pregnant”,77 and in March 1972, the 

organisation changed its name to Children by Choice and, sought legal advice 

on “ways to set up a family planning and abortion information service”.78 

Receiving legal advice, the women “discussed the proposal with the Police 

Department. After two interviews the police had raised no objection, although 

they expressed concern that unscrupulous people might get involved with the 

clientele”.79  

The membership of Children by Choice was diverse, ranging from 

school leavers to grandmothers, housewives, lone parents, single, and 

working women. Children by Choice members were concerned with the way 

the organisation would be portrayed and were proactive in trying to prevent 

 
74 Featherstone, L. 2011. Let’s talk about sex: histories of 

sexuality in Australia from Federation to the pill. 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, p. 289. 

75 Horn A. 2018. Abortion legalised in Queensland after historic 
vote in Parliament, ABC News, 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-10-17/abortion-legal-
in-queensland-after-historic-vote/10382538?nw=0  

76 Davies, S., Holmes, B. & Irwin, J. 1982. Struggle for Choice, 
Children by Choice., p. 3. 

77 Davies, et al, 1982, p. 8. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
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any negative representations, thereby assuming some sense of control. Others 

took a more radical stance, with the Women’s Liberation group being 

extremely active in the early 1970s. This group was made up of women who 

valued education and, understood the effect that education could have on the 

lives of women.  

Anti-abortion campaign group, Right to Life, formed in Brisbane in 

1971, and opposed abortion, under any circumstance. The group could claim 

Dr Crawford, Liberal Member for Wavell, as the Past President, and Liberal 

Member for Merthyr, Don Lane, as a foundation member. These men took 

prominent roles in the debate, both in Parliament, and outside. Right to Life 

members initiated many confrontations with Children by Choice during the 

campaign years.  

Many doctors publicly supported Right to Life and, before 1977, “no 

doctor would speak out publicly for the right to choose abortion”,80 yet “five 

hundred Queensland doctors were regularly referring their patients to the 

[Children by Choice] Centre”.81 The doctor who came forward and spoke was 

a woman, Dr Janet Irwin, Director of the University of Queensland Student 

Health Service. Irwin had previous experience as a pro-abortion campaigner, 

in New Zealand. She began to speak out about abortion and received many 

invitations to speak on the subject. The more she spoke, the more invitations 

she received. Queensland women were looking for information. Irwin 

claimed that, although they would not speak out, many doctors agreed with 

her pro-abortion stance.82 She needed statistics to provide evidence of this 

claim, so she prevailed on the Department of Social and Preventative 

Medicine at the University of Queensland to survey doctors. In 1978, there 

were 2066 doctors in Queensland, and 67%, (an unusually high response rate) 

responded to the survey. Seventy-nine per cent believed that the laws should 

be liberalised.83  

When Right to Life campaigners “circulated a petition calling for the 

closure”84 of The Fertility Control Clinic in Brisbane, the Leader of the 

Opposition, Ed Casey, presented the petition to Parliament, in direct 

 
80 Davies, et al, 1982, p. 16. 
81 Ibid, 1982, p. 17. 
82 Currie, 2016, p. 127. 
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contravention of the Labor Party’s agreed policy on abortion. Casey’s support 

meant that all three political party leaders were in agreement on supporting 

the anti-abortion stance, and this encouraged Right to Life to begin a major 

advertising campaign, on radio, and in the press.85 In 1980, Right to Life was 

successful in having the Pregnancy Termination Control Bill drafted by the 

Queensland Government after years of planning and lobbying by strategic 

political leaders.86 The debate on abortion saturated the media and the Bill 

was defeated in Parliament at 11.35 pm on 21 May, 1980 with 40 nays to 35 

ayes. This was one success, but the battle was far from over.87 

These issues, of rape and abortion, both show the evidence, and effects, 

of women’s activism. The deliberate move, by women, to increase their 

visibility, showed that women activists’ strong opinions, supported by 

documented evidence, could force action on important political issues that 

affected them. It also showed that women in the community demonstrated a 

high rate of interest in the public discussion of private matters that affected 

their lives, and that these topics was no longer taboo subjects. The personal 

was political.  

Sex crimes against women in Queensland are believed to have been far 

more widespread than reports reveal. This chapter has showed that laws 

against rape served no purpose in the protection of women; rather, the law 

frequently allowed for the victim to be blamed and held responsible for her 

own attack. Women who attempted to make a report of sexual assault often 

found themselves shamed by the police, family, and friends, and ostracised in 

their communities; if the case did make it to the courtroom, they were often 

condemned as both the cause and victim of the crime, while the perpetrator 

might be acquitted. These are adequate reasons for women to hesitate about 

reporting the crime, let alone take any action to protest against the inadequate 

legislation, and its interpretation. In cases of rape, women were rarely safe.  

Abortion would remain a contested political issue for many years into 

the future, and the battle for the decriminalisation of abortion in Queensland 

was a long and arduous struggle. By the end of the years of this study, there 

was no sign of an outcome, and both anti-abortion and pro-abortion forces 
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would continue their campaigns. No even or consistent progress was made 

across these issues. As we have seen, gains were made in these areas, but 

forces of prejudice, repression and backlash remained in play across the 

period under study, and well beyond.  

In what seemed a hopeless situation, the courage of a few groups of, 

and some individual, women stepped up, spoke out, and fought for change. 

Women’s roles in activism in Queensland had brought them a long way in 

fifteen years.  

The discussion of women’s activism in this chapter has repeatedly 

incurred upon the issue of women’s education, where formal or informal, and 

indeed, changes to education for women in Queensland were linked closely 

to the political activism of women in the state. Curiosity and a willingness to 

undertake formal and informal education were important drivers in the 

activism of women in Queensland. The next chapter will take up this point 

and explore it. We will see that reforms to secondary education in the 1960s 

encouraged more women to complete high school and seek entry into tertiary 

institutions and that the economic changes of the 1970s brought 

unemployment with young people, on leaving school, seeking tertiary 

education in lieu of immediate employment. We will see that while women 

valued their formal tertiary education, it was the informal education that 

strongly influenced their political activities. Counter-forces were also at work 

in the field of education, however, and we will see that the radical reformers 

were challenged by a determined group of conservative women, who 

campaigned on the issue of censorship in schools. 
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Chapter Seven Education 
 

You say you'll change the constitution 
Well, you know 
We'd all love to change your head 
You tell me it's the institution 
Well, you know 
You better free your mind instead 
 John Lennon and Paul McCartney. Revolution, 1968 

 

This chapter will consider the education of women in Queensland. It will 

examine the system of secondary and tertiary education, and consider the 

change, well behind that in other states, that took place in the 1960s. It will 

examine the growth of informal and extracurricular education by exploring 

the UQ Forum and the launch of the feminist interdisciplinary journal, 

Hecate. Finally, the chapter will explore censorship, as it pertained to schools 

in Queensland, and the challenge that right-wing, conservative protesters 

issued to those who sought change. 

This chapter shows that the experience of education, and the content of 

learning materials, motivated protests. The distinctive nature of Queensland, 

a consistent theme in this research, is very evident in considering the history 

of education. The research for this thesis aims to record, and contextualise, 

the experience of women protesters in Queensland. The framework of 

educational institutions, as well as empowerment through knowledge, have 

been found to be significant factors.  

This chapter will begin by looking at the aims of education, and 

complexities about whose educational aims should be realised. A review of 

literature on the situation of education in Queensland will then be explored 

and comments about education by the interviewees, and other women, will 

show some of their educational experiences. I will then examine high school 

activism, through the case of Margaret Bailey. Next will be a discussion of 

issues affecting the education of Indigenous women in Queensland. This will 

be followed by an examination of the gradual growth in higher education for 

women, before I turn to activism in tertiary education. We will then explore 

informal education by studying the influence of the University of Queensland 

Forum, the emergence of Women's Studies courses, and the importance of 

feminist journals, particularly Hecate. The chapter will conclude by 

investigating the issue of censorship of educational curriculum in Queensland 
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and the roles played by a small, but determined and well organised group of 

conservative women activists. 

 

Education in Queensland 
 

In the 1960s and 1970s, students, and other young people, displayed 

increasing political awareness and expressed an interest in understanding the 

politics of the state and the nation. A strong inclination toward informal 

education developed. Many young people were politically curious and read 

copiously. Students enrolled at the University of Queensland with an interest 

in politics and, searching for information, attended the Forum. Debra Beattie 

remembers: 

Life changing moments all...informing my understanding of 
Marxism, of feminism, of grass-roots activism and of the 
perniciousness of racism. I learnt way more at those UQ 
lunchtime forum events than I can recall of my three years at UQ 
of ‘formal’ education.1 

 

Many found the current political situation to be unacceptable. Opposition to 

the Vietnam War and conscription provided the opportunity for women of the 

New Left to work alongside those of the Old Left. Often their work 

overlapped and intersected, and they offered mutual support.  

In his essay in Roger Marples’ edited book, The Aims of Education, 

Kevin Harris asked whose aims should be realised when considering the 

question of education? He presents a range of definitions and of stated “aims 

of education” and then argues that there are no fixed meanings or distinct 

aims, that the search for dictionary definitions, and stated aims, reveals many, 

varied ideas but none that could be considered a definitive answer. He 

emphasises the complexities and explains that it has been recognised that 

education was of a “‘fluid’ and historical nature” and “is a changing, 

contested and often highly personalised, historically, and politically 

constructed concept”2. The aims of education, like both the concept and the 

process of education, are social, historical, ephemeral and changing. Harris 

 
1 D. Beattie, 2012. In Brisbane Discussion Circle members, 

Remembering the University of Queensland Forum, 
Radical Times Archive. 

2 Harris K. in Marples, R. (Ed.). 1999. The Aims of Education. 
Routledge., p. 1. 
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argues that there will be ongoing contest, and resolution, of the aims of 

education, and therefore it is worth investigating “who has a voice in 

formulating aims of education, whose aims are legitimated, whose destination 

and ends are taken as desirable, and whose aims are pursued in the formulation 

of educational policy and practice – and why”.3 This implies that education, 

like communities and governments, is subject to constant change, and 

difficult to pin down, yet many scholars have been prepared to posit opinions. 

A considerable amount of literature has been published on education in 

Queensland. The general consensus of historical literature is that “[e]ducation 

in Queensland lagged behind that of the other states largely because of the 

state's decentralised nature”4 and that educational spending in Queensland 

was comparatively lower.5 Rae Wear argues that, 

[s]econdary education was slow to develop in the state because 
it depended on the development of a middle class in a position 
to appreciate its benefits. The growth of this class awaited large 
cities which were comparatively slow to emerge.6  
 

Paul Williams assessed Queensland as having “[l]ower levels of education 

[which] reinforced base political values, with masculine and illiberal 

attitudes, predisposed to authoritarianism…”7 In his 2004 article, “Ratbags, 

Revolutionaries and Free Speech”, Allan Knight wrote that 

“Queensland…society is saturated with complacency, ignorance, philistinism 

and success worship. The obstinate denial of freedom, social justice and 

educational development continues with scarcely a blush from the leaders in 

public life”.8 In 1979, In 1979, Humphrey McQueen explained that there is a 

pattern of early school leaving in Queensland, which is reinforced in 

subsequent generations. He stated that:  

 

 
3 Harris in Marples, 1999, p. 3. 
4 Wear, R. 2002. Johannes Bjelke-Petersen The Lord’s Premier. 
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7 Williams, P. 2009. Leaders and Political culture: The 
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205 
 

36 per cent of Queenslanders left school after only five or six 
years, compared with a national average of 24 per cent; only 12 
per cent of Queenslanders have more than nine years schooling, 
as against 18 per cent for Australia as a whole. Inevitably, the 
number of people with qualifications and degrees is noticeably 
smaller. And this pattern of early school leaving is continuing, so 
that while only 43 per cent of sixteen year old Queenslanders are 
still at school, the Australian average is 57 per cent.9 

 

As briefly mentioned in Chapter Two, Queensland delayed reforms to 

secondary education until 1963. The Catholic Church, which was a 

significant provider of education in Queensland, did not support “proposals 

to raise the school leaving age above 14, or to open secondary education to 

everyone”.10 As McQueen reported:  

[t]he church had a special interest: state aid, which it had got for 
its secondary schools in 1900 by having the Scholarship moneys 
won in competitive public examinations paid directly to its 
schools, and that such reforms would undermine the Scholarship 
system upon which its colleges and convents depended.11  
 
There were widespread concerns about the education of girls, and 

Campbell and Proctor reported that:  

[i]n 1974, the Commonwealth Schools Commission established 
an inquiry into girls’ education. Its terms of reference included an 
examination of the extent, causes and broader social ramifications 
of girls’ underachievement at school and the recommendations of 
programs ‘to assist girls so that they have as many careers and life 
choices open to them as boys’.12 
 

Most girls left school at a young age. Nancy Peck explained the educational 

context in Queensland in her school years:  

I left school when I was fifteen. I was born in 1940. Queensland 
had the lowest level of education in Australia. I think the average 
education was under Grade 6 or lower, so there was a division in 
the basis of who was educated and who wasn’t.13  

 

 
9 McQueen, H. 1979, Queensland: a state of mind, Meanjin, 

38(1), 42. 
10 Ibid. 
11 McQueen, 1979, 43. 
12 Campbell and Proctor, A History of Australian Schooling. 

Allen & Unwin. p. 186. 
13 P. ni Ivor and N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, 

February 27, 2017. 
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She also mentioned social issues relating to a woman having a desire for an 

education that her family, and society, deemed that she was not entitled to: 

I was considered a traitor to my working-class roots for going…to 
want to go to university (which I didn’t get to until later and paid 
for myself) but that division…remains to this day in my family, 
you know, that division based on who considered themselves 
better…it was assumed that you considered yourself better than 
anybody else if you went to university. And it was seen as a class 
thing…14 
 

One medical officer told me that her regional (girls only) private school did 

not offer the science subjects she would require to enrol in medicine, and so 

she had to attend night school of her own volition to complete those 

subjects.15 For girls aspiring to study at university, just gaining enough 

education to be eligible to enrol could be difficult. 

 
High School Activism: The Case of Margaret Bailey  
 

Secondary schools were established in Queensland, with classes beginning in 

1965. Amid the unrest of the time, it did not take long for high school students 

to begin mobilising. Susan Currie was reprimanded by the Principal at her 

school, for posting a letter for another student. In the heat of the moment, 

Currie resigned as School Captain. Her teacher refused to accept the 

resignation, saying that she could not resign. When Currie threw her badge to 

the floor, her term as School Captain ended.16 While in High School, Libby 

Connors began selling, for one dollar, tiny wall hangings, on which was 

printed a poem written by Maureen Watson. The money was to be donated to 

the Land Rights campaign. She was reprimanded for failing to ask for 

permission. Later, Connors attempted to set up a Student Council at the 

school, and this caused further conflict.17 These minor episodes of 

infringements in schools paled against that of Margaret Bailey who became 

highly visible when she entered into conflict with the Education Department. 

Bailey became involved in Students in Dissent (SID), a group of high 

school students who had emerged from their demonstrations against the 

 
14 Ibid. 
15 Machin, Dr J. 2019. Personal conversation with the 

researcher. 
16 S. Currie, Interview with the researcher, April 22, 2016. 
17 L. Connors, Interview with the researcher, October 1, 2016. 
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Vietnam War and developed an interest in education and democracy in 

schools. They found inspiration in the Summerhill School in Suffolk, 

England, as an example of education that seemed more relevant and aimed to 

meet the varying needs of students. Founder of Summerhill, A. S. Neill, “set 

out to make a school that would fit the child rather than forcing pupils to do 

what parents and educators thought might be best for them”.18 The members 

of the group represented a number of schools, both state and private, 

including State High Schools at Inala, Corinda, Kedron and Banyo and the 

private Brisbane Boys Grammar School. Students in Dissent allied with other 

activists, including those from the University of Queensland and Society for 

Democratic Action (SDA), and met at the radical meeting place, The Cellar, 

in Roma Street. 

When Bailey was suspended from Inala State High, in 1969, her appeal 

against suspension was refused by the Minister, Mr Fletcher, who stated that 

he would not permit her to “resume at a State High School”19. The 

Queensland Education Reform Committee, made up of experienced activists, 

who supported her, asked: “How often do you hear of schoolchildren being 

denied entry to any [original emphasis] State High School – expelled from 

the whole system?”20 Pamphlets were written, meetings held, and letters 

exchanged with the Minister for Education, Alan Fletcher. Bailey thus 

attained visibility as a newly emerging high school activist. In her case study, 

“The Margaret Bailey Case”, Isobelle Barrett Meyering wrote that:  

the Bailey campaign underlines that secondary school students 
were important players in the political contests of the late 
1960s…able to command the attention of education officials, the 
media and leading politicians.21  
 

 
18 A. S. Neill’s Summerhill School. (n.d.). 

https://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/  
19 Queensland Education Reform Committee. 1969. Leaflet, 

“The Margaret Bailey Case”, Queensland Education 
Reform Committee Ephemera. FVF315 Q8.2. Fryer 
Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland, 
Australia. 

20 Ibid. 
21 Barrett Meyering, I. 2019. The Margaret Bailey case: High 

school activism, the right to education and modern 
citizenship in late 1960s Australia. History of Education 
Review, 48(2), 183. 
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Her highly visible campaign ran for a short, but dynamic, two months and 

gained wide media coverage. She was quickly noticed, since, according to 

Michael O’Neill, she “approached direct action like a partygoer [and, as a 

high school student] shifted things up a gear”22 in Brisbane activism.  

Bailey was suspended for undermining the authority of the teacher. She 

witnessed a Grade 8 student being reprimanded by the Senior Mistress for the 

length of her uniform. She advised the girl of her right to wear her uniform at 

any length she wished.23 For this insubordination, she was suspended. 

Dissatisfied with this, Bailey wrote, and distributed, a pamphlet. She then 

spoke at a well-attended “teach-in” at the university, where she made a 

presentation of her view of the incident.24 She appealed the suspension but 

was denied. When she was expelled from any High School in the State 

system, the Aid Committee argued that the punishment was extraordinarily 

harsh, considering the violence, aggression and theft that was common in 

some schools.25  

The Minister made a statement which allowed the activists to claim that 

the incident was an infringement of Civil Liberties in the state. He “went on 

record as saying he was determined to stamp out political dissent in 

schools”.26 This led the Aid Committee to believe that Bailey was targeted 

because of her membership of Students in Dissent, and her activism in anti-

Vietnam demonstrations. The Minister had unwittingly given the Aid 

 
22 O’Neill, M. 2007. Margaret Bailey. Queensland Review, 
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Committee a reason to argue that “she was a victim of political discrimination 

[and] her expulsion was grossly unjust and repressive”.27 

By May, there was still no resolution to this stand-off, and on Thursday 

8 May, “Margaret Bailey chained herself to the railings of the Treasury 

Building steps in a final attempt to get some response from the Education 

Department”,28 remaining there through the day with family and supporters. 

It is reported that no official of the department spoke to her and that she was 

“cut loose by the police at 7.15 pm”.29 Bailey was already known as being 

left-wing by the police. She said that: 

it was after I was told that I would be expelled from ‘every high 
school in the state’ that I chained myself to the steps of the 
Education Department which was housed in the Treasury 
Building in Brisbane. I was supported in this by my father and 
other members of my family as well as support from other 
political organisations in Brisbane (Labour Party [sic], 
Communist Party, and radical students from Queensland Uni). 
The chain that I used was ‘gifted’ to me from a building site in 
Brisbane by (Uncle) Bob Anderson who was a trade union 
organiser and member of the Communist Party at the time. 
 
It was also at this time that I experienced first-hand the behaviour 
of the Brisbane Special Branch. At the Treasury Building, and 
after they had cleared out my supporters, I was pretty shocked at 
being spoken to in such an explicitly sexual way. More shocked 
though at the fact that they spoke like this in the presence of a 
female police officer. I understood they might dislike me and my 
politics but to subject another woman to hearing such abusive talk 
really frightened me as to what they might be capable of, which I 
soon found out about. They wrecked the lock on the chain around 
my leg with an acetylene torch so that I would not be able to use 
a key to open it. They were very amused that I was upset at their 
vindictiveness, including the female police officer I am sorry to 
say. It was a uniformed police officer who intervened and asked 
them to stop such behaviour. Ever after when I saw Don Lane 
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from the Special Branch he made a point of speaking to me, 
speaking to me but always with his big feet on mine.30 

 
I have not been able to source any photos of the Bailey incident, but 

Bailey’s description illustrates her situation clearly. Bailey, like Norma 

Chalmers, the left-wing woman who was injured at the protest against Air 

Vice-Marshall Ky, discussed in Chapter Four, was recognised by police. 

Bailey was subject to sexual innuendo, and vindictiveness by the police, who 

first ensured that she was alone, and consequently, more vulnerable. At first 

glance, Chalmers represented the worthy Queensland woman, and Bailey an 

ordinary schoolgirl. Both these events showed what could be expected from 

the police when they decided that women had crossed the line. The police 

response also revealed the violent discrimination that women of the Old Left 

had often encountered, even those who looked perfectly respectable. 

Margaret Bailey’s campaign was much more than a fashion statement 

about hem lengths. It is true that clothing became a source of aggravation and 

a generational sticking point. The way a woman dressed was tied closely to 

respectability and, therefore, social acceptance. Fashion became a method 

through which girls rejected the conformity in which they had been trained 

and, in that rejection, they also defied some of the controls society placed on 

them. The images of respectable, and respectful, Queensland school girls, 

taking pride in their uniforms, were a representation of both conformity and 

of their school. Bailey’s campaign thus represented something beyond the 

signifier of clothing. Her protest, and its widespread publicity, set a new stage 

in the battle against authoritarianism, enforced by a teacher and later, the 

police. It demonstrated that any criticism of the system was perceived as a 

criticism of the government and could not be tolerated. It may have been a 

surprise to the authorities that a school student would be so pro-active as to 

protest her suspension in such a visible and vocal manner.  

The formation of the Margaret Bailey Aid Committee, in conjunction 

with activists from SDA, meant that copious leaflets and pamphlets 

expounding Bailey’s experiences and demands were prepared and 

distributed. Accusations of false claims by the Minister for Education, that a 

statement released by the Minister was “full of distortions and falsehoods and 
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totally fails to justify the exclusion…”31 were made, together with questions 

about, and correction to, the statement. 

The campaign brought the subject of high school education to the fore, 

and demonstrated that some students thoughtfully considered their education, 

how it would provide them best value, and indicated that they wished to have 

more involvement in educational planning. The ideas and practices followed 

by the authorities aimed to ensure that social control was maintained, since 

the authorities understood that was what the people of Queensland wanted 

and was the reason they were elected. While students hoped that an 

expression of thoughts, feelings and actions would lead toward changes and 

progress, democracy in schools was further away than ever. 

 

Education and Indigenous Australians  
 

Indigenous people, in Queensland, were becoming more vocal about the state 

of the education provided to their children. For Indigenous people, simply 

gaining an education was fraught with difficulties. In 1970, Marcia Langton 

commented that “[t]he nature of the Queensland Education system is so 

antagonistic to Aboriginal children that they can feel rejected and leave 

school before their education is complete”.32 Maureen Watson explained that 

Aboriginal children learned differently, citing the “foreign” English language 

in which they struggled to read and write. She argued that spoken 

communication allowed Aboriginal people to learn, since they could speak 

more readily due to their oral traditions. She says that she “was fortunate 

enough, at Queensland University to be able to have oral exams, do oral 

assignments on occasions”,33 but argued, at the same time, that there was little 

recognition of these issues.34  

 
31 Margaret Bailey Aid Committee. 1969. Fletcher’s Folly – the 
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Some Indigenous women were able to take opportunities to further their 

education, as Lillian Holt and Marcia Langton did, by enrolling at the 

University of Queensland. When Holt found that university did not suit her, 

she secured a job at the ABC, and became the first Indigenous employee. For 

Langton and Holt, education has never ended. Holt had a great thirst for 

knowledge and understanding, continued to ready widely and eventually 

returned to formal education. She made a major contribution to the education 

of Indigenous students as a High School Principal in South Australia, while 

Marcia Langton is a Professor at the University of Melbourne and a strong 

vocal advocate for Indigenous people. 

 

Higher Education in Queensland and Tertiary Activism  
 

As I have shown, prior to the 1960s, relatively small numbers of women were 

receiving higher education in Queensland. Nevertheless, statistics show that 

there was a gradual increase in tertiary enrolments. In 1970, most women 

were choosing to study in Arts or Education; enrolments being 58 and 37 

percent respectively.35  

The rates of enrolment of women in the University of Queensland first 

declined in the immediate post-war years, and then from 1952 to 1972, they 

increased rapidly. The number of women enrolling in tertiary education at the 

University of Queensland increased from 20.1% in 1956 to 29.9% in 1967, 

40.5% in 1975 and 45.5% in 1980.36 In 1963, enrolled male students 

numbered 75.1 percent, and women made up 24.9 percent. By 1972, female 

university enrolments, in Australia, had grown to 32.7 percent.37 

In 2010, Alison Booth and Hiau Joo Kee published A Long-run view of 

the University Gender Gap in Australia.38 Booth and Kee report a decline in 

women’s enrolments at university immediately after World War II. This can 
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be explained by the implementation of the Commonwealth Reconstruction 

Training Scheme (CRTS), of which men were the primary recipients. Men 

returning from the armed services took the opportunity of low-cost education 

and career training. Women’s enrolments in Australian universities continued 

to decline until 1952 when only 19.7 percent of those enrolled were female.39 

The paper then charted the growth in proportion of female enrolments in 

Australian universities and analysed the factors that potentially explained 

these patterns.40 Their findings suggested that societal, technical, and cultural 

changes had taken place. First, a reduction in discrimination against women 

in the labour market had encouraged women to invest in their education. 

Secondly, there was an increase in divorce rates from the mid-seventies. 

Improved contraception and the availability of abortion in some states 

allowed women to delay starting their families. Thirdly, social customs about 

women’s roles, including technological breakthroughs in household 

management, reduced female time devoted to domestic labour.  

 

The UQ Forum 
 

Since many of the Queensland activists were university students, it is 

important to consider the link between tertiary education and protest. In 1998, 

Nella van Dyke conducted a study of patterns of protest at higher education 

facilities in the United States. She looked at locations, in particular colleges 

and universities, finding that certain US colleges were “hotbeds of 

activism”.41 She argued that these schools “with a history of activism were 

more likely to host student protest in the 1960s”42 and that those schools “with 

protest activity related to a single issue were likely to experience protest 

activity around multiple issues”.43 She writes of the influence of “activist 

subcultures” which move “within a protest cycle, influencing ideology and 

tactics”.44 It is possible to link the activities in Brisbane to these findings. As 

argued by Evans and Ferrier, Brisbane is a place with a history of activism. 

 
39 Booth & Kee, 2010, p. 261. 
40 Booth & Kee. 2010, p. 1. 
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Its university had long been an active campus and many subcultures 

influenced activism on a wide variety of issues.  

One of the most successful catalysts for the growth in political activity 

and protest was the UQ Forum, which provided an ongoing platform for 

informal education. The University of Queensland Forum (also known as The 

Forum) began as a student-led informal debate held during lunch time on the 

grass between the Student Union buildings and the Recreation Block. It was 

highly influential and attracted large crowds of students. In 2019, Anne 

Richards remembered that,  

[f]rom the mid-1960s onwards, the UQ forum area as a university 
commons, enriched the educational experience and political 
consciousness of…students, staff and other concerned publics. 
The cumulative effect of Forum debates created ‘one of the most 
well-informed and socially-aware communities that our society 
has unconsciously produced’…it was where I could join a 
conversation that was deeper than the mediocre mumblings of the 
Courier-Mail, [sic] my Catholic background and local 
neighbourhood.45 

 
Many of the women who attended heard different views from those they had 

previously known. Speakers in the Forum were primarily male, both students 

and staff. Bruce Dickson remembered, in 2012, that:  

[f]or many present, just attending became an act of defiance in its 
own right, because prior to arriving at university, students had 
often been repeatedly warned by parents and other 'authority' 
figures that any politically leftish views (expressing positions 
outside of the societal norms and media mythologies) were more 
than likely 'communist' in nature and to be definitely avoided.46 
 

All manner of political issues were debated at the Forum. Speeches were 

grounded in leftist theory, and this was one reason that the movements in 

Brisbane became so intellectually based. Debates that took place at the Forum 

saturated students with critical ideas which led to intense discussions with 

friends and colleagues. Furthermore, it was the place where speakers 
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encouraged political action. The Forum was ably supported by the 

publications of radical groups, including SDA, who published Student 

Guerrilla, a leaflet primarily aimed at students, and distributed by hand on 

campus. It dealt with: 

…issues including civil liberties, opposition to the war in 
Vietnam, university politics, radical theory, conscription and 
racism. Many articles were anonymous. By-lined authors 
included English lecturer Dan O’Neill, Brisbane Line editor 
David Nadel, Brian and his then wife Janita Laver and Tony 
Bowen. Reprinted articles were attributed to the liberal theorist 
C. Wright Mills and libertarian psychologist Eric Fromm, and the 
US presidential candidate, Robert Kennedy. There were also 
references to the black American civil rights activist, Martin 
Luther King.47 

 

The Forum at UQ was a student-driven, informal gathering of part of 

the student cohort. Many students in the sixties and seventies were politically 

curious and the many changes taking place in the world led them to be open 

to new and divergent ideas. For most young people, informal education was 

much more attractive than the formal and this is one reason for the popularity 

of the Forum, as Bruce Dickson suggested. Anne Richards described The 

Forum as a space for “creative dissent”.48  

 

Hecate and Women’s Studies 
 

Another opportunity for extra-curricular education associated with the 

University of Queensland was the launch of the journal, Hecate, which 

emerged from the newly created Women’s Studies course at that university. 

Since they are closely linked, before discussing Hecate, this section will 

examine the origin of the Women’s Studies course which, together with a 

similar course at Flinders University in South Australia, was the first in 

Australia. Chilla Bulbeck examines the history of the Australian Women’s 

Movement by examining Women’s Studies, and the way it has been 

represented in feminist journals. She concluded that “the point of Women’s 

Studies [is to] provide a space for fruitful interaction between all the theories 
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and research that call themselves feminist rather than only those belonging 

within a specific discipline”.49  

By 1975, women were enrolled in the newly initiated Women’s Studies 

courses. Merle Thornton writes: 

[i]n the latter half of 1972 some female students organised a 
meeting in the Students Union. I…was one of around fifty people 
present. These students announced that they strongly believed 
that a new subject should be introduced within the arts faculty: 
women’s studies.50 

 
Suggested course outlines included philosophy, psychology, the physiology 

of sex, cultural differences (Aboriginal women were invited to speak in this 

course), political ideology with historical exploration of gender in liberalism, 

as well as Marx and Engels on Marxism, and more.51 When Carole Ferrier 

arrived in Brisbane, she immediately became involved. Consistent with the 

gradual growth of women’s education, the course in Brisbane was “lodged 

precariously in universities, taught by casual tutors, advocating 

consciousness-raising, and eschewing hierarchical teaching strategies…”52  

Women’s Studies programs provided fertile ground for the growth of 

feminist journals, with Carole Ferrier and others launching Hecate from the 

Women’s Studies course at the University of Queensland. These journals 

became an important source of education for women in Queensland, and more 

broadly in Australia. Susan Higgins and Sue Matthews surveyed feminist 

publications and concluded that, after ten years, “the publications were 

diverse and widespread, telling the movement’s own story”.53 Mary 

Spongberg argued that “a distinctly Australian feminist historiography 

developed within the pages of journals such as Refractory Girl, Hecate and 

Australian Feminist Studies”54 and referred to “the engagement with the 
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radical nationalist tradition undertaken by feminist historians between 1972 

and 1988”.55 Feminist journal, Refractory Girl, had launched in Sydney in 

1973, and some early editions were edited in different locations. One of those 

locations was Brisbane, with Carole Ferrier working on the issue.56 Another 

group of women convened in Brisbane, and the idea of a feminist journal 

based in the city was born. Ferrier was named as the Editor, Hecate was the 

chosen title, and the journal was launched in 1975. The journal was aimed at 

both academic and general readership and printed a “mix of critical/cultural 

commentary and ‘creative’ [sic] writing…in a new incarnation that made 

women central”.57 

Ferrier, in an interview in 1999, said the aim was to fill a gap “with 

something more substantial than Refractory Girl which tended to be very 

topical and more tied to specific debates in women’s liberation”.58 Although 

Ferrier’s name is prominent as the sole Editor, she has said that, in the early 

years, many of the editorials in Hecate were group efforts.59 Working with 

Ferrier, on Issue One of Hecate, were women of importance in political 

activism in Brisbane, including Patricia ni Ivor, Nancy Peck, Mariana Shaw, 

Carmel Shute, and Merle Thornton. Later, Bronwen Levy would serve as 

Assistant Editor. Several of these women would pursue postgraduate 

education. Involvement in the production of Hecate was a valuable part of 

that education.  

An interesting aside in my experience of researching this subject is that 

I found that these women were a rare combination of anger and action, of 

frustration and joy! Speaking to them, and listening to what they said, of their 

hope, their confidence in what they were doing, the excitement, the energy, 

and the elation of the discoveries they were making about being a woman was 

exhilarating. All these feelings can be sensed in their writing, such as these 

comments by Merle Thornton: 

[w]e were making it up as we went along but we knew we had 
something that was worth developing even further. We often met 
to discuss forthcoming lectures, interrupting each other 
convivially at the Royal Exchange and luxuriating in how much 
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we enjoyed what we were doing. It was so exciting, fresh and rich, 
and this made the students excited too.60  
 

Spongberg writes that Hecate “set out to establish a different set of paradigms 

for understanding women’s oppression, situating itself within a socialist-

feminist tradition”.61 The journal also leaned toward the historical, in 

searching to understand “how the position of women in the past affected the 

position of women in the present”.62 Brisbane historians, Kay Saunders and 

Raymond Evans, were regular and frequent contributors.  

The first issue of Hecate brought a range of articles on subjects, 

including sexuality, foregrounded by Women’s Liberation in Brisbane. 

Articles included “The Social Construction of Woman: Western Mythic and 

Religious Stereotypes”, an examination of Doris Lessing’s Children of 

Violence novels, and a topical critique of The Inquiry into the Status of 

Women in Queensland by Paddy McCorry.63 Carmel Shute challenged the 

sustained myth of warfare, and the way it worked to “enforce restrictive 

gender identities on both men and women”.64 She showed the “stereotypes 

[that] render man…warrior and ‘creator of history’ while reducing women to 

their ‘quintessential biological function’”, a theme that would be re-examined 

regularly.65 Hecate published articles on both the political Left and Right, on 

contemporary issues and the position of women as labour. It also published 

often on marginalised groups, including the position of Aboriginal women 

and domestic servants. 

 

Censorship in Education 
 

The themes canvassed in Australian feminist journals continued the link 

between women activists and the place of Indigenous people in Queensland, 

whose activism focused on their own particular issues.66 Creating their own 

journal and being responsible for its publication meant that these women 
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could circumvent some of the strict censorship in Queensland. During the 

1970s, censorship in Queensland, particularly in schools, became a major 

issue, and one on which women activists of the Left were intensely 

challenged. 

Censorship in Queensland was unique in Australia. In 1954, the Gair 

Labor government had passed the Objectionable Literature Act and the 

Governor appointed the Queensland Literature Board of Review as its 

monitoring body.67 The Queensland Literature Board of Review, a state 

duplication of the federal Literature Censorship Board, was able to “ban both 

domestic and imported publications from the state even if they circulated in 

the rest of the country”.68 This double dose of censorship fitted nicely with 

the suspicion in which Queensland held the southern states, and Canberra, 

believing that they could not be trusted with adequate judgment on what 

Queenslanders should read. At a time when censorship was being lifted, and 

redefined, elsewhere, Queensland legislated new controls. These delineate the 

themes already noted as characteristic of 1970s Queensland - repression as a 

state policy, a distance from the outside world, and the individual powers of 

Premier, Joh Bjelke-Petersen. 

Rapid social changes were happening, but in Queensland it appears that 

the state was unable to adjust to, or absorb, some of these changes. The 

Queensland Literature Board of Review reported, in its 1971 Annual Report, 

that “obscenity was ‘becoming difficult to define’”.69 Resorting to the 

government’s usual vilification tactics, Education Minister Fletcher spoke of 

“connections between The Little Red School Book [sic] and the Communist 

Party”70 and, in another example of extremism, was supported by “the 

Premier who announced that Cabinet had decided to ask anyone seeing copies 

of the book being distributed to school children to ‘dial the police emergency 

number 000’”.71 
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Other obscenities were more easily recognised. Lynda Boland spoke of 

the police raid on the Red and Black Bookstore in Brisbane, whose staff were 

later “prosecuted for the possession and distribution of [the Aubrey 

Beardsley] Lysistrata illustrations, under the legal premise that this material 

was considered obscene”.72 Another interesting comment, published in the 

1972 Cabinet Documents summary, was that “police [had] bought a copy of 

The Beautiful Losers [sic] by Leonard Cohen from a city bookseller and 

‘photographed other copies of the banned book’ in the shop: the book would 

‘be read by police’ before they submitted a report to the Assistant 

Commissioner”.73 This confirms, again, the growing liaison between police 

and government, and the new powers of the police over censorship, with the 

police being required to carry out the government’s political will.  

As discussed in Chapter Five, the issue of sex education in schools 

emerged when a group of Women’s Liberationists distributed an educational 

pamphlet outside girls’ high schools in September 1971. This created a 

scandal, but certainly opened debate about censoring information for the 

protection of children. The censorship of textbooks in Queensland schools 

also became an issue in 1971 when conservative activist, Dr Angel Rendle-

Short, was moved by a letter to the editor written by a senior student and 

began a letter-writing campaign. She believed that if children read material 

such as Lolita, “even those children from ‘upright Christian homes’ like her 

own…would be sucked into the whirlpool of sex, revolt against their parents, 

drugs, violence, vice and crime”.74 In the 1972 Cabinet Documents summary, 

it was noted that “Queenslanders of a more traditional inclination deplored 

the ‘decline’ in moral standards amongst young people and argued for greater 

censorship of films, literature and schoolbooks”.75 The Minister for Education 

announced that “sex education courses would not be introduced…claiming 
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that he had received ‘hundreds of letters’ opposing sex education”.76 

Queensland was very exacting about the quality of books the people would 

read.  

In his 2018 article, “Should We Ban Books in Schools?”, Hastie tracked 

all public occurrences of censorship in Australian schools and sought to 

understand whether censorship is ever justified in the English classroom and 

beyond.77 He found that “[p]urity and danger, the pedagogy of the oppressed, 

and liberal consensus [original emphasis] [to be] the contending views on 

what constitutes a good society and free agency of its children”.78  

Women activists on the Left wishing to introduce sex education into 

Queensland schools were met by major challenges, from a small, but well 

organised, campaign by right-wing activists. Nick Crossley explores 

“sustained interaction with opponents [original emphasis]” as both linking, 

and distinguishing, social movements and protest and finds that they may or 

may not be temporary, in retrospect.79 These protests make a public 

declaration of “a set of beliefs which are distinct from those of the wider 

population and sufficiently homogeneous…to describe…those of a single 

movement”.80 The activities of these women fit within this definition of 

protest, essentially making them protesters, though they would have strongly 

disputed that description, since they sought to voice their disapproval, impose 

their views on Queensland society, and “use the school system to bring about 

the social changes [they] desire[d]”.81 

In 1977, an attempt was made to introduce two innovative social 

programs into Queensland schools. SEMP (Social Education Materials 

Project) had been prepared by the Curriculum Development Centre, a body 

funded by the Commonwealth Government. The SEMP teacher’s handbook 

describes the aims of that course as:  
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Studying people as social beings; developing an understanding of 
contemporary society and the forces shaping lives of people in 
that society; promoting informed and responsible participation in 
social processes; developing skills for autonomous learning 
[original emphasis].82 
 

It had been successfully trialled in Queensland schools and the Queensland 

Assistant Director-General of Education, Mr G.F. Berkely, said, “‘in my 

view, SEMP was the best thought-out, most thoroughly researched 

curriculum project in the history of Australia’”.83 

The second program, MACOS (Man: A Course of Study), was a social 

studies course for eleven-year-old pupils, conceived by Jerome Bruner, which 

first appeared in American schools in the early 1960s. It was brought to 

Australia and trialled in schools in all states, including Queensland, with the 

full support of the Department of Education.84  

Rona Joyner, who campaigned strongly and together with Angel 

Rendle-Short, became influential in matters of censorship and education. 

Joyner, a leader in conservative ranks, was determined to maintain the 

“traditional lifestyle…the monogamous, heterosexual marriage…”,85 arguing 

against the introduction of a program called SEMP into Queensland schools. 

She saw SEMP as a threat, and argued against the program which, she said, 

would be  

promoting ideas which could undermine family life and 
acceptable behaviours. They put forward ideas that it is not good 
for women to rear their own children, that homosexual marriages 
and alternative lifestyles are acceptable and that divorce can be 
beneficial.86 
 

She also explained that it was “presenting the children with two views of 

future possibilities of different lifestyles from what we’ve got now [since they 

were] expecting possible widespread change to the family structure in the 
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83 Fitzgerald, R. 1984. Censorship in Queensland 1954 – 83. The 

Australian Journal of Politics and History, 30(3), p. 359. 
84 Harris, 1999 in Marples, p. 4. 
85 Admin. 2016. Rona Joyner and the Society to Outlaw 

Pornography. https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/rona-
joyner-and-society-outlaw-pornography 

86 Fitzgerald, R. 1984. Censorship in Queensland 1954 – 83. The 
Australian Journal of Politics and History, 30(3), 359. 
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future”87. She believed that this was deliberate social engineering. Many 

disagreed, perhaps noticing that many of the changes were happening 

exponentially.  

Joyner’s particular methods of protest differed from those of the highly 

visible younger cohort. She was the spokesperson for two groups, or 

organisations, STOP (Society to Outlaw Pornography) and CARE (Campaign 

against Regressive Education) but the following or membership of these 

groups is difficult to pin down. She created a “Rona’s Death List. Burn a 

Book a Day”, a list of literature taught in schools that “she considered 

‘suspect’”.88 The list contained many literary classics. Her particular 

grievances involved “evolution” and “sex education”. Students at the 

University of Queensland were incensed by her campaign and printed a copy 

of her death list in a 1978 issue of Semper Floreat.89  

Joyner’s “work” was so visible and influential that she was granted a 

whole chapter, with her name as the chapter title, in The Deep North, by Dean 

Wells.90 Wells, later Member of Legislative Assembly, wrote this analysis of 

the philosophical assumptions that motivated Queensland politicians,91  

In her campaigning, Joyner held one great advantage over New Left 

protesters. She had direct access to, and therefore, influence over the Premier 

through her friendship with his wife, Flo. It is believed that the link between 

Bjelke-Petersen and Joyner may have begun when Flo Bjelke-Petersen met 

and spoke with Joyner.92 Joyner would telephone the Premier regularly to 

report the newest scandalous issue: 

Well it wasn’t as much as one was influenced by the other. It was 
that he had the same moral standards that I had, and so when I 
showed him something that was against my moral standards it 
was also against his so it looked as though he was in my pocket 
and someone said that he was so I started ringing him up on a 
regular basis, probably every day or every second day, to tell him 

 
87 Pritchard, J. (Producer) & Pelissier L. (Producer). 1979. 

Queensland Dossier [Video]. Sydney: Filmnews., 27:23. 
http://radicaltimes.info/HTML/popup203b2.html 

88 Admin. 2016. Rona Joyner and the Society to Outlaw 
Pornography. https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/rona-
joyner-and-society-outlaw-pornography  

89 Ibid. 
90 Wells, 1979, p. 93. 
91 Wells, 1979, p. 93. 
92 Marples, 1999, p. 3. 
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the latest thing I had found. But it wasn’t that I was influencing 
him, it was that we both had the same moral standards.93  
 

Citing God and stating that God plus one is a majority94 made her arguments 

hard to attack, especially when the Premier agreed with her moral views. As 

Harris explained, Joyner “organised mass STOP and CARE letter-writing 

campaigns to metropolitan and regional newspapers. In the course of these 

campaigns Queensland parliamentarians received carefully, [sic] orchestrated 

propaganda” supporting her views.95 Joyner played a role in creating issues 

that would be divisive within the community of Queensland. She was 

successful in her campaign. Both SEMP and MACOS were banned from 

Queensland schools by the Queensland Cabinet in 1978.96 As Richard A. 

Smith and John Knight rightly stated, the decision to ban MACOS and later 

SEMP “can be understood...as a political move to ensure that the schools 

reinforce the views of the political elite”.97 

Joyner advocated additional censorship of films and the withdrawal of 

the books in school libraries that she declared contained pornographic 

material. Dean Wells claimed that she had “more influence on government 

policy than most National Party backbenchers”,98 and that she was “more 

intellectually formidable than the Premier or any other National Party 

Minister”99 while also remarking that “([t]his is not to say that she is 

intellectually formidable)”.100 Her influence over the government is an 

example of how Bjelke-Petersen’s populism worked in Queensland.101  

The Premier was an expert at identifying an issue that was politically 

useful. His right-wing agitators could receive wide publicity for their views. 

 
93 Joyner, R. on Rutledge, D. (Author). (2015, February 17). 

Bullets for Condoms. Earshot. [Radio Broadcast]. ABC 
Radio National., 34:54. 
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/earshot/bul
lets-for-condoms/6073244 

94 Harris, 1999 in Marples, p. 4. 
95 Ibid.  
96 Ibid. 
97 Smith, R.A. & Knight, J. 1978, as cited in Fitzgerald, R. 1984, 

Censorship in Queensland 1954-83. Australian Journal of 
Politics & History, 30, 360.  

98 Wells, 1979, p. 94. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Marples, 1999, p. 3. 
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Although Joyner and Rendle-Short would have been affronted to be called 

“protesters”, they were exactly that. This places these women, and their 

methods, in a similar position to protesting radicals and left-wingers. They 

used the government to dictate that the school system should instil a certain 

view of the world, and to indoctrinate children with that view, while 

influencing a government already keen to prevent “indoctrination” of the 

young by left-wing views. The only difference between conservative and 

radical protesters was their position on the political spectrum.  

There were numerous attempts to introduce sex education into 

Queensland schools in the years covered by this study. The attempt by 

Women’s Liberation in 1971 was the first. Following the 1978 banning of 

SEMP and MACOS, Mike Ahern (National, Landsborough) was appointed 

to chair The Select Committee on Education (The Ahern Committee) in early 

1979. According to Evan Whitton, Ahern realised: 

that Queensland was the only state with no such course in schools; 
that illegitimate pregnancies among teenage girls was 30 per cent 
higher than the national average; that the incidence of venereal 
disease…was twice that of Victoria; that sexual ignorance was a 
major cause of early breakdowns in marriage; and that children 
were getting sex education ‘behind the bike racks’.102  

 

He also pointed out “that opponents were ‘unfortunate aberrations’ who 

advocated ‘a cult of ignorance’”103 which comment led Bjelke-Petersen to 

shelve the plans, and damaged Ahern’s career for many years.  

In 1981, Rosemary Kyburz (Liberal, Salisbury), as part of her campaign 

to have human relationships courses introduced into Queensland schools, 

criticised “the fundamentalist regime in Cabinet…convinced of its own 

infallibility [who] think [they have] the right to decide matters for rest of 

us”.104 She accuses this “fundamentalist regime in Cabinet” of making glib 

statements and passing on those statements as fact. She then stated, (and was 

later required to apologise or withdraw that remark), that  

the dispersement of knowledge in Queensland is being censored, 
particularly because these foolish fundamentalists in this State are 
having far too much to say. This form of political censorship is of 

 
102 Whitton, E. 1993. The Hillbilly Dictator Australia’s police 

state. (Rev. Ed.). ABC Books, p. 51. 
103 Ibid.  
104 Kyburz, R. Queensland Parliament, Legislative Assembly, 

September 16, 1981, p. 2099. 
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the most insidious kind. In fact it is a back-door snow job on 
human relationships in this State.105  
 

The issue of censorship and whether it inhibited the lives of Queenslanders 

was debated repeatedly through the years of this study. Censorship was, 

however, somewhat moderated by people with different cultural interests and 

the daring to try innovative things. Queenslanders, in the late 1970s, became 

open to some new ideas 

 
Conclusion 
 

This chapter has argued that women played a central role in bringing change 

to education in Queensland. The place of post-war women’s education was 

explained. Important early protests by Marcia Langton and Margaret Bailey 

began to raise the visibility of women and bring notice to issues affecting the 

education of women. The concurrent growth of the Women’s Movement 

raised the issue of sex education for the young in Queensland and argued that 

it would bring value to women’s education, and to the community. These 

radical women faced severe censure but fought on. They were confident that 

their understanding of the social need for sex education was valid and that the 

reason for their call was logical. The emergence of a strong right-wing 

opposition may have surprised the women. They soon understood that 

activists on the right had power they did not and could not have. Opportunities 

were provided for university students to launch both the radio station, 4ZZZ, 

and the feminist journal, Hecate. During these years, an ongoing battle over 

censorship in educational curriculum continued in Queensland. This resulted 

in major victories for the far right, who benefitted from links with the 

government. Despite these wins, and the state's continued conservatism, 

Queensland society eventually became more open to new ideas. 

  

 
105 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 
 

Let us celebrate our achievements and those of our foremothers, 
so as to strengthen us for what we still have to do. 

Merle Thornton. Address at Queensland’s 70th 
International Women’s Day Celebration, Parliament 
House, Brisbane, 8 March 1999. 

 
This thesis is concerned with women who took part in the social protests in 

Brisbane between 1967 and 1982. It has examined the ways the women 

protested, the roles they took, and how they made themselves visible in a 

place where women were traditionally expected to remain in the background, 

in the domestic sphere. 

The women who have featured in this thesis are central, but until now, 

largely unacknowledged, players in Queensland’s social protests between 

1967 and 1982. Anne Summers argued, in 1975, that women’s  

…collective story is still not sufficiently integrated into the 
national story to be assured of being automatically passed on. It 
is incumbent upon those of us who think we need to understand 
our past, in order to shape our future, to ensure that women do not 
once again disappear from history.106 

 

This thesis has placed politically active women in Queensland in their rightful 

place in the historical narrative. Summers wrote the above assessment in 1975 

and now, in 2022, one wonders why these women have continued to occupy 

such a limited place in the history of Australia. Until these women, and other 

neglected historical characters have been fully integrated into the national 

story, the history of Australia cannot be called comprehensive, sufficient, or 

even adequate. This thesis has the privilege of expanding knowledge of these 

women activists, and their roles, and thus facilitates the celebration of the 

work of these notable women. 

My original contribution to knowledge is this social history account of 

political activism by women in Brisbane between 1967 and 1982. The thesis 

covers a highly political time in Brisbane, a time in which the roles of women 

political activists in the historical narrative have been largely ignored, or 

limited, in comparison with those of men. The research has brought to light 

 
106 Summers, A. 2014. Damned whores and God's police. (5th 

Ed.). Anne Summers Reports Pty Ltd 2014. 
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many incidents that have not been previously recorded. Some of these 

incidents have been known only to the women involved. The thesis has 

brought these important women into public view and has demonstrated that 

women were active political participants. The thesis will serve to correct 

some misconceptions that were claimed by the government and published in 

the media at the time.  

Since the study of social history seeks, unseals, and extends the range 

of primary source material the historian is likely to study, so, too, it brings 

new and unexpected aspects to attention and for analysis. Although political 

activity is integral to the events and actions in this research, the methodology 

is social rather than political: indeed, the research for this study has pointed 

out that the word “political” has assumed an extended meaning through the 

activities and events discussed. It has demonstrated that women have always 

had a political role in Australian society, and it tells us of the possibility that 

many hidden, and untold, histories of Australian women remain unrecorded. 

The thesis has vividly illustrated the truth of the feminist insistence that “the 

personal is political”. 

The thesis adds to the extant scholarship of these years, and rather than 

challenge current understandings of the protest and political activity in 

Brisbane, it writes further chapters into the historical narrative. Those hidden 

experiences, and achievements, of women have been exposed. These women 

changed the society of Queensland, and the city of Brisbane. Many of the 

issues against which they protested changed the face of society in 

Queensland, although the women did not win all the changes they proposed. 

For instance, my research has shown that the work undertaken by women, 

who visualised, planned, then created, and managed Women’s House, and its 

services, made a powerful contribution to improve the lives of women in 

Queensland, as the centre continues its work to this day.  

The largest component of the published historical narrative of the years 

studied in this project has featured the men and their involvement, leadership 

and daring. Many men undertook significant roles in the period, including 

Dan O’Neill, Peter Wertheim, Brian Laver, Mitch Thompson, Jim Beatson, 

Jim Prentice, John Stanwell, and many others. They were interesting, 

energetic, driven, and devoted to their political principles. They were 

responsible for many successes and some failures, but they were always 
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dedicated, and even zealous. They were also men of their time, raised in a 

male-dominated society, and sometimes it was difficult to step out, and 

consistently support a more equal way of thinking about the place of women 

in what was becoming a new society. While the thesis never seeks to belittle 

the achievements of men, it does argue, persistently, that an adequate social 

history of the period needs to pay equal attention to the contributions of 

women. 

This thesis is of an empirical nature, that is, it is both descriptive and 

analytic. Much of the evidence gathered is observational, and is outside the 

formal documentation of institutional structures. Wherever possible, the 

views of the women protesters have been presented alongside research into 

the wider social framework that opposed or supported their endeavours. The 

work is not meant to be an all-encompassing narrative of the way that women 

protested during these years. Rather, it is an introductory work that is meant 

to open the way for future, and further analysis of this important part of the 

history of Queensland and Australia.  

This work is significant to the discipline because it adds past events, 

some previously unrecorded, to the historical record. It does not compete, or 

complete, but rather, contributes. As I searched for written information to 

read about the work of women in the dynamic 1960s and 1970s, it was quite 

a shock to find that so little historical literature had been produced about the 

Queensland women, and their activism. A significant body of visual and 

audio resources showed clearly that many women were involved in activism. 

It also showed that, in many cases, men assumed leadership roles. This 

differed from 1970 onwards, and that year is a major turning point in the 

social protest era in Brisbane. The women’s movement, in Brisbane, 

formalised to be part of the Women’s Liberation Movement, which burst onto 

the scene in 1970. Significant numbers of women became more vocal, which 

made them more visible on the streets, and within society in general. Women 

made themselves noticeable; they sought publicity and opportunities to put 

forward new ideas about what it was to be a woman and how women wanted 

to be treated. Lynda Boland, an interviewee, said that women “were crying 

out…we wanted recognition, and we want respect”.107 

 
107 L. Boland, Interview with the researcher, July 11, 2015.  
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The research for this thesis has provided women with an opportunity to 

testify about their experience, and to explain their reasons for political activity 

and protest. The archived, documented evidence available was enhanced by 

conducting interviews with a range of women. Studying the other “voices” of 

that era – the leaflets, student newspapers and protest literature – provided an 

echo, and a framework, of primary sources which enhanced the content of the 

interviews.  

Chapter One opened with the introduction of the seventeen women, 

interviewed for this study, who explained their backgrounds and values, and 

the influences on their early lives. They spoke of the reasons they became 

involved in protest, and political activism, and their motivations. The women 

nominated “women’s issues” as the most common concern. Included were 

matters such as sexuality and sexual matters, including rape, the law and rape, 

better access to contraception, and the need for abortion to be available. Social 

justice was the second issue most women mentioned. Many women spoke 

about the authoritarianism of the government and the police force. Beyond 

the personal were issues related to education, employment, racism, and equal 

opportunities. Education was mentioned as both integral to their lives 

personally, and a challenge.  

As they described their demonstrations, their aims, the organisations 

they joined, and the roles they took, they also spoke of barriers they faced, 

both as women, and as activists. They spoke of the ways that they met, and 

overcame, some of those barriers, and of the others that continued to confine 

them. They considered, finally, the consequences of their actions, what was 

gained, and how their lives were affected by their activism. These initial 

issues, raised in the interviews, provided the themes around which the 

framework for this thesis would be built. 

After discussing the interviewees, Chapter One introduced other 

notable women, involved in political activity and protest. Women from the 

Old Left, including the Labor Party, the Communist Party of Australia, 

WILPF, and UAW were identified, as were the three female politicians who 

had been elected to the Queensland Legislative Assembly in the sixties and 

seventies. Indigenous women who have played active political roles were 

identified. Also introduced were active right-wing conservative women who 

ran very successful campaigns for the censorship of reading material, and of 
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school programs. Regardless of the background of the women, they all shared 

that sense, as women, of being second-class citizens. 

Chapter Two set the context for this study. It examined the societal 

issues in Queensland that the women identified as causing them 

dissatisfaction. By exploring post-war Australian society, it was possible to 

identify the place held by women in Queensland, where it was found that 

women occupied a secondary place, despite the promotion by the Australian 

government and the media of ideas about an ideal society, family, homes 

populated by father as provider, mother as home carer, and happy children. 

For the majority of women in Queensland, this was their life, and they were 

content with it. The men went to work, and provided, and many women 

managed their homes and families efficiently, and contentedly. But another 

group of women, a minority, felt their marginalisation, and were restless, 

searching for more. They lived in a patriarchal and masculinist society, and 

felt that they were unseen, and unheard, as women. They were very aware of 

social injustice, and were discontented with many matters, to do variously 

with education, employment, fertility, clinical practice, and culture.  

These first two chapters introduced many of the protagonists and set the 

context for this study. From the themes, a framework constructed from the 

local issues in Brisbane that became contested, and protested, could be built 

for the subsequent chapters: women’s involvement in campaigns and protests 

for social justice (Chapter Three); the violence and intimidation that 

confronted protesters in the Brisbane of the period (Chapter Four); sexuality 

and power (Chapter Five); reform of laws on rape and abortion (Chapter Six); 

and finally, education (Chapter Seven). 

Chapter Three examined issues local to Brisbane, through the lens of 

social justice. The meaning of social justice was examined by considering a 

range of definitions and theories. The findings indicated that the search for 

social justice required working for change toward an ever-changing societal 

ideal. Social justice was complex, and almost never attained, since the goals 

reached always opened up new issues to be pursued. Those on the left spent 

many hours debating society, its ills, and its possibilities, and were convinced 

that change was needed. While protesting the war and conscription, activists 

were confronted with events and issues that expanded their protests. Issues 

with the Traffic Act led to the 1967 Civil Liberties March, an event that saw 
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4000 leftist activists march on the streets of Brisbane, to meet police violence 

and arrests. This was a significant disturbance to the quiet lifestyle with which 

Queenslanders were familiar. In 1968, young people launched the FOCO 

Club, and did so in a manner that allowed them to circumvent some of the 

censorship laws of the state. That FOCO was highly political, that is, firmly 

located on the Left, was also a thorn in the side of the government. In 1972, 

activists protested against the building of the Northern Freeway, focusing on 

assisting residents who were being pressured by house and land resumptions. 

Then, in 1975 radio station 4ZZZ was launched by the students at the 

University of Queensland. In 1977, activists were provoked by government 

bans which invoked the Traffic Act, the right to assemble and the right to 

march on the streets, and the Right to March campaign began. For much of 

the next two years, police and campaigners clashed on the streets of Brisbane.  

Chapter Three showed how all these events took place in the context of 

the search for a just society, and these pro-active dissenters developed 

methods and strategies to move toward that goal. A change in character of 

protest activities was seen during these years. Initially, the campaign affected 

men and the men were dominant in the New Left during the Vietnam and 

conscription protests. Women became more involved during the Civil 

Liberties campaign, but they also felt left out, dominated by the men, and felt 

unable to speak without being overshadowed by the men. They felt they were 

not listened to, and were only suitable for menial and support work, and for 

providing sexual favours. Yet, when they were on the streets, protesting, they 

were every bit as likely to be arrested, and assaulted, by police as the men. 

The FOCO Club helped with some of these concerns. Women were very 

involved, with planning, setting up the venue and running various parts of the 

club, but they still found that they were providing a lot of the support services. 

Women were also very involved with 4ZZZ, but this time, women were able 

to take a much larger role. Two women were named as applicants when they 

applied for the radio licence, as were two men. Women wrote, and presented, 

their own Women’s Program and took roles both as paid employees and 

volunteers. The place of women in Queensland society was gradually 

changing. 

Chapter Four examined the challenge of intimidation and violence 

experienced by women during their period of activism in Brisbane. Two 
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protest events which became violent were studied, and then the methods used 

by police in dealing with female protesters were investigated. A well-known 

figure of the Old Left, Norma Chalmers, was the victim of violence at the 

demonstration protesting the visit of Air Vice-Marshall Ky and his wife, in 

January 1967; the chapter examines this event and its aftermath. The chapter 

discussed how some of the women interviewed also met with violence at the 

hands of the police. These women were much younger, and often new 

members of the Left, and therefore they did not have the experience that long 

term left-wing activists had. Violence, as part of their activism, was a new 

experience. Violence was not new to them though, and as Lesley Synge 

reported, they quickly adapted to police violence because they had previously 

seen so much violence from authorities, including while they were at school. 

She felt it was part of the culture of the state.108 The chapter then examined 

the protest over the Springboks tour of 1971 and the violent reaction by 

police, under orders from the state government. 

The chapter next described a new alliance in protest that arose from the 

protest over the Springboks’ visit. Indigenous people watched the Springbok 

protests and challenged the protesters, asking why the primarily white 

protesters were going to such lengths about apartheid in South Africa, when 

they were barely aware that racial segregation was being practised in 

Queensland. The events of the Springbok protests led to an alliance between 

Aboriginal activists and protesters. Some of the women I interviewed 

expressed their shame and embarrassment at their ignorance about Aboriginal 

issues in Queensland. Women welcomed learning more about their 

Indigenous activist colleagues. Indigenous activists became more visible, as 

did the evidence of violence toward them.  

In the last section of Chapter Four, the issue of police intimidation and 

violence was examined more synoptically. We saw that there were many 

incidents of women being intimidated by police, whether they were at protests 

or elsewhere. Women have reported having police step on their feet, and stand 

on them, while they were talking to them. It was well known that Special 

Branch kept files on Left-wing activists, and therefore were privy to 

information on individuals Some women who were arrested were strip 

 
108 L. Synge, Interview with the researcher, October 24, 2015. 
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searched by police while in holding cells, yet there are no reports that men 

were. Another woman was walking along the street when police, driving by, 

stopped, and asked where she was going. The woman was in her mid-

twenties. These police used intimidation, and infantilisation, as forms of 

power over women, in letting them know that they were always being 

watched.  

Police also took part in systematic harassment, and this had occurred 

for many years with members of the Old Left. They were used to having their 

phones tapped, to being watched by police sitting in cars, when they attended 

their meetings, and being arrested when they were attending protest events. 

Rarely were these incidents reported by the media, but in 1976, when a police 

officer bashed Rosemarie Severin, a first-time protester, with his baton and it 

was filmed by a television cameraman, the incident was reported widely. 

When the Police Commissioner announced an investigation into the incident, 

he was overruled by the Premier, and this led to the Commissioner’s 

resignation.  

Chapter Four acknowledged that Indigenous women were treated far 

worse than white women. They could be subjected to rape by police after they 

were arrested, to being strip searched, and also to beatings. Over this period 

of increased dissent, there was change in the expectations of women, 

regarding violence and intimidation by the police. Fear was a component of 

life for the left-wing woman activist in Queensland, but most women 

continued with the work in which they believed. 

The focus of Chapter Five arose directly out of the interviews I 

conducted as it became clear that women’s sexuality and related sexual 

matters became the major issues challenged by women during the 1970s. 

Chapter Five looked at the issue of women’s sexuality, and how it related to 

power, in Queensland society. The chapter showed how the emergence and 

development of the women’s movement brought the issue of women’s 

sexuality to public notice. The women’s movement grew out of the New Left, 

where women were frustrated by the domination of men, and their own 

acceptance merely as scut-workers and sexual objects. Until this happened, 

sexual matters were rarely spoken of, or if they were, it was under the strictest 

secrecy.  
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The chapter defined sexuality and discussed the reasons that it became 

a major issue of the period. Through the processes of reading newly published 

literature about women, through deep and thoughtful discussions, and 

consciousness raising circles, a new openness for Women’s Liberationists 

arrived and spread to a female population that had been waiting, yet did not 

realise it. The chapter explored how women in Queensland felt stifled, 

restricted, and oppressed by gender discrimination, limited education, 

including sex education, and fewer opportunities. It looked at the rebellion of 

young people, who used fashion and personal style in solidarity as symbols 

of their rejection of conformity, respectability, and obvious display of gender, 

against parents and authorities. 

Chapter Five then discussed specific examples of women’s activism in 

the cause of sexuality and power. Women challenged society by writing, 

printing, and distributing the pamphlet, Female Sexuality & Education [sic], 

and by making claims that girls and women were being neglected by the 

withholding of essential sex education. The chapter discussed the scandal the 

pamphlet caused among parents and authorities and noted with regret that no 

evidence of the response, by the girls who were given the pamphlet, has been 

recorded.  

Chapter Six focused on the need for radical action on specific issues to 

do with sexuality: laws on rape and abortion rights. The chapter showed how 

the character of women’s activism changed as they adopted new methods of 

working within the system while retaining their political independence. The 

chapter discussed the disturbing evidence of the widespread acceptance of 

sexual assault, rape and even sex-related murder in the patriarchal 

Queensland of the time. The attempts by activists to achieve reform of rape 

laws were described. The chapter then discussed efforts to achieve reform of 

abortion laws. It was noted that while much work remained to be done by the 

end of the period studied, in the matters of rape and abortion rights, 

substantial gains were made. With funding assistance from the new Labor 

Federal Government’s Australian Assistance Fund, the Women’s Community 

Aid Association opened Women’s House, the Brisbane Rape Crisis Centre 

and Shelter for women fleeing domestic violence. Women workers at 

Women’s House actively sought publicity, knowing that the visibility 



236 
 

generated would help their messages spread, and be more widely noticed and 

accepted. 

Chapter Seven explored education for Queensland women. It 

considered secondary and tertiary education, and the growth of informal and 

extracurricular education. The chapter explored the UQ Forum, the launch of 

the Women’s Studies course, and the feminist interdisciplinary journal, 

Hecate, before turning to censorship in schools and looking at the challenge 

by right-wing protesters. We saw that in the post-war years, it was reported 

that Queensland had the lowest standard of education in Australia. By 1965, 

secondary education was established in Queensland, and the school leaving 

age had risen. The chapter showed how women played a central role in 

bringing change to education. Important protests by Marcia Langton and 

Margaret Bailey raised the visibility of women, and issues affecting 

education. We saw that women enjoyed the opportunities brought by the 

launch of radio station, 4ZZZ, and the launch of feminist journal, Hecate. The 

chapter discussed the attempts to introduce sex education into the school 

curriculum and the fierce opposition to these attempts from a well organised 

right-wing group. Conservative protesters wanted various books banned from 

the curriculum and were successful in having the social studies programs, 

MACOS and SEMP, banned from Queensland schools. 

 
Final Reflections and Future Directions  
 

When writing the Research Proposal for this thesis, it was challenging to 

frame and refine the topic. As there was little secondary literature on the 

women and their roles and visibility, there was no discernible path to follow, 

and no previous work to answer in a revisionary manner. In deciding what to 

do, I thought about my purpose in committing to a research study and to 

writing a thesis. I wanted to learn new skills, and to build a work which could 

be taken forward into subsequent research projects. This led me to cast my 

net widely, which meant that I amassed a great deal of material, and this led 

inevitably to extensive work in selection, organisation, and emphasis. Yet, 

because I researched in such an encompassing manner, I have been able to 

identify a range of subjects that can become part of an ongoing body of work 

on the political activities of women in the state of Queensland. There are 

numerous important aspects raised, which other historians might pursue, to 
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build a body of work about the feminist narrative of the latter quarter of 

twentieth-century Queensland. This thesis is an original and initial summary 

of the work and experiences of these women. New and upcoming historians 

are encouraged to continue adding to this body of work. 

What research directions might be taken in the future? When discussing 

the findings of the research in this thesis with my supervisors, we found 

ourselves frequently saying, or thinking, that a particular topic would make a 

good article “later on”. This may be because the topic I chose exceeded any 

one research project. Were the parameters narrowed, I may have been able to 

focus more closely on particular subjects rather than look at the whole picture 

of events.  

There are many such subjects I have opened up through my research. 

For instance, significant historical aspects of Women’s House and the WCAA 

are yet to be studied in detail. The topic of Women’s House, including its 

initiation, management, and longevity, is ripe for exploration. Margaret 

Henderson and Margaret Reid have written “‘It’s Not that bloody far from 

Sydney’: notes toward a semiotic history of the Brisbane women’s 

movement, 1973-1983”,109 in which they mention Women’s House, and 

Jennie Harvie has written an outline called “What we did at Women’s 

House”110 for the Radical Times Archive website. The planning, setting up, 

and management of Women’s House formed a dynamic set of events, and is 

well worth a thorough, and detailed, historical study. Significant reams of 

archival material exist and are ready to be analysed and recorded for the 

historical record. 

Some years ago, in 1989, Gail Reekie wrote a journal article, “Naming 

Queensland Women’s History”111. Bibliographic studies of the era are very 

much needed. Women published a significant body of work, and an analysis 

of these publications would be a significant addition to the scholarly 

 
109 Henderson, M. & Reid, M. 2004. ‘It's not that bloody far 

from Sydney’: notes towards a semiotic history of the 
Brisbane women's movement, 1973–1983*. Australian 
Feminist Studies, 19(44), 159-168. 

110 Harvie, J. 2007. What we did at Women’s House. Radical 
Times Archive. 
http://radicaltimes.info/PDF/WomensHouse.pdf 

111 Reekie, G. 1989. Naming Queensland women's history: A 
bibliographic essay. Hecate, 15(2), 92. 
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literature. Women now hold a place in the historical documentation of 

Brisbane and Queensland. Just as the women have needed to continue 

working on various campaigns to improve the lives of women, so too do 

historians need to continue the work of ensuring the inclusion of women in 

the ongoing historical record.  

This thesis only claims to give an indication of the outcomes and 

achievements of the political activities and protest by the women in this study. 

There remains a sense of the unfinished in their work, and the recording of it; 

for instance, the campaign for the decriminalisation of abortion continued 

unabated until 2018, a period of forty-eight years. With the current trends of 

rolling back progressive laws on abortion rights in the western world, it seems 

that this campaign may not yet be over. Issues concerning various aspects of 

rape remain on the agenda, especially since it has emerged again as a topic of 

public concern in Australia, with allegations about a culture of sexual assault 

in Canberra. There are, therefore, pathways of history not yet lived and 

probably not over, which can be followed into the future.  

Most Australian feminist histories focus on Sydney and Melbourne, the 

larger population centres. While historians have recognised generally that 

Brisbane was one of the most active centres of protest action, I have presented 

a detailed narrative of how some political gains, including changes to the laws 

on sexual assault and rape, were made. I have shown the importance of 

recognising these achievements despite the fact that other issues affecting the 

lives of women, such as abortion rights reform, were delayed, sometimes 

repeatedly, before a change to the law was accomplished.  

From the 1970s onwards, new opportunities opened for women within 

the public arena. Some of the women activists found themselves invited to 

become part of government think tanks, to be involved in policy making, and 

to sit on Boards. These innovations have allowed women to play a valuable 

role in public decision-making. 

The current state of the history of women in Australia remains 

secondary to that of men. This thesis has helped to remedy that deficiency. It 

is hoped that the historical period examined in this thesis can be more fully 

examined, and that upcoming historians will be inspired to further explore the 

experience and significance of the protest era. This may lead to an 

understanding of the influence of women activists on the culture of 
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Queensland society. After all, Queensland has now had two female Premiers, 

several Deputy Premiers, a gender-equal State Ministry, a female Police 

Commissioner, and countless female high ranking public servants. Many of 

the women currently active may have looked to the women in this research 

study for inspiration. It can be said with certainty that they have benefitted 

from the struggles fought by the women in the sixties and seventies. As the 

poet, Oodgeroo Noonuccal, wrote,  

Let no one say the past is dead.  
The past is all about us and within.112 
 
Several of the women mentioned that being part of this project was a 

great opportunity to reflect on their lives, their activities, and their 

achievements. One woman felt that the written histories did not explain the 

perspective of women, and that it differed considerably. She said that she had: 

read some stuff… about the Vietnam protests and so forth, written 
by, some people who are my friends … and I read it and I 
think…that’s not what I was doing when I was standing next to 
you in the street at the same time and in the same protest march. 
That was not my life, you know, the perspective in those histories 
were very much driven by Marxist or masculine themes.113  
 

The research for this thesis provided women with an opportunity to add their 

viewpoint. In assessing their achievements, they spoke of both individual 

accomplishments and those they shared with their “sisters”. They expressed 

a great deal of pride, and little regret, in their activities. There was an 

expression of the excitement, the energy and dynamism of the times as well 

as the steely determination needed to introduce the change they wanted to see, 

and then remain motivated until the achievements came.  

The Queensland that we have now is because of the Queensland that 

we had in the sixties, seventies, and eighties. We cannot have a now without 

a past, and the past does not necessarily make the present, or the future, but it 

feeds strongly into them. A historical narrative that records only a part of the 

past is incomplete.  

The most valuable primary source for this study was the women 

themselves. Those women interviewed were proud of their contribution to 

 
112 Noonuccal, O, 1992. The dawn is at hand: selected poems, 

Marion Boyars, p. 94. 
113 P. ni Ivor and N. Peck, Interview with the researcher, 

February 27, 2017. 
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political activities and protest campaigns, and very keen to be part of this 

project, expressing how important it was for their experiences to be shared. 

Intelligent and careful informants, the women were a delight to work with. 

Almost all the women have continued to be politically active throughout their 

lives, either within their employment or personally. The timing of this study 

was important, with the participants aging, and time passing. It took a great 

deal of courage to take on their society, and their government, and sometimes 

even their families, especially when they met such resistance. 

The capture of their experiences revealed vital evidence for the 

historical record. Seeing echoes of their own life histories, some women took 

the opportunity to sound a warning of the need to remain vigilant, considering 

the political situation at the time of their interviews. It is important that their 

committed, innovatory, and strategic work is not forgotten, but rather is 

recorded in the historical narrative, and consequently valued as it should be. 

These women need to be celebrated and we need to acknowledge their work, 

their courage, and their dedication. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 
 
Women Interviewed for this Research Project 
 

Name Date Interviewed 
Lesley Synge 
 
Lynda Boland  
 
Patricia Ni Ivor and Nancy Peck  
 
Catherine  
 
Anne Jones  
 
Cathy Humphreys  
 
Debra Beattie  
 
Carole Ferrier 
 
Lillian Holt 
 
Bronwen Levy  
 
John Stanwell  
 
Helen Hambling  
 
Libby Connors  
 
Janita Laver (Cunnington) 
 
Susan Currie  
 
Jennie Harvie  
 
Angela Jones  

October 24, 2015 
 
July 11, 2015 
 
February 27, 2017 
 
July 6, 2017 
 
September 30, 2015 
 
April 24, 2017 
 
September 23, 2015 
 
October 2, 2015 
 
August 7, 2017 
 
October 9, 2015 
 
October 19, 2015 
 
October 16, 2015 
 
October 1, 2016 
 
April 20, 2016 
 
April 22, 2016 
 
August 12, 2016 
 
September 28, 2016 
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Appendix 2 
 
Taskforce – Razar1 
 
 
Written by Martin Burke 
 
Righto you kids 
I heard you swearing 
I’m putting you away 
 
No 
 
Here they come down the street 
You know they think they’re pretty neat 
They’re gonna stop my music because they say it’s too loud 
Then they begin to beat people within our crowd 
 
They’re the 
Taskforce taskforce 
How we love you 
Taskforce taskforce 
The sirens above you 
Taskforce taskforce 
Think you’re tops 
Taskforce taskforce 
You’re undercover cops 
 
We’re having fun people are swearing 
You and your handcuffs you’re arresting 
You put our friends away on the night, 
But hey mister taskforce that’s alright 
 
Taskforce taskforce 
How we love you 
Taskforce taskforce 
The sirens above you 
Taskforce taskforce 
Think you’re tops 
Taskforce taskforce 
You’re undercover cops 
 
Think you’re tough 
You’re Not 
 
Taskforce taskforce 
How we love you 
Taskforce taskforce 

 
1 Burke, M. (Razar). 1978). Taskforce Undercover Cops [Song]. Stamp Out 

Disco / Task Force (Undercover Cops), Not On Label, Able Label.  
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The sirens above you 
Taskforce taskforce 
Think you’re tops 
Taskforce taskforce 
You’re undercover cops 
 
Undercover cops 
You think you’re tough, 
Don’t you? 
You’re vacant 
 
Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, 
Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, Oink, 
You think you’re tough 
 
Taskforce, Taskforce, Taskforce, 
Taskforce, Taskforce, Taskforce, Taskforce, Taskforce 
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Appendix 3 
 
Pig City – The Parameters2 
 
Written by Tony Kniepp 
 
If you go downtown just beware 
there’s a demonstration in the square 
the boys in blue are everywhere 
 
see the blacks in the park 
hear the doors slam, hear the dogs bark 
they’re keeping the city safe after dark 
 
the minister for corruption’s working late 
he wants a piece of the action in race 8 
no s.p. here he’s ringing interstate 
 
the blacks at Aurukun have to go 
to keep big business on the go 
while joh gets shares from comalco 
 
who was the bagman, who was the hitman 
who were the front men, who were the big men 
in the national scam 
 
hello, hello, is that you dear? 
what’s that clicking noise I hear? 
walls have eyes and phones have ears 
 
go to the dance to have some fun 
here come the boys with their dogs & guns 
they don’t like punks, run, johnny, run 
 
who’s that knocking on the door 
at 6 am it must be the law 
right, you know what we’re looking for 
 
a state of emergency for the ’boks 
and then to the workers who’s boss 
you think you’ve got rights, they’re already lost 
 
so you don’t want to know, you’ve heard it before 
but if you cop this lot, you’ll sure get more 
where to now from 84? 
  

 
2 Kniepp, A. (The Parameters). (1983). Pig City [Song]. 4ZZZ, University 

of Queensland. 
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Appendix 4 
 
Female Sexuality & Education pamphlet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women’s Liberation Movement, 1971, Leaflet, Female Sexuality & 
Education, FVF470, W1.4, Fryer Library. University of Queensland. 
Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. 
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Appendix 5 
 
Participant Interview Questions 
 
The Roles and Visibility of Women in Brisbane’s Social Protests 1967 - 
1982 

What is this study about? 
 
As part of my study exploring the roles and visibility of women in the Brisbane 
social protests between 1967 and 1982, I am interested in hearing about your 
views about the roles of women during the protests. Consider how women took 
part in various activities, the value of their roles, how they were perceived and 
how they perceived themselves. 
 
Questions: 
 

1. Please outline your background.  

a. What age were you, where did you come from, your early life 
etc? 

b. Please tell me about your values and attitudes about protest prior 
to your involvement. 

2. How did you become involved in the political activities in Brisbane 
between 1967 and 1982?  
a. Why did you become involved? 

b. What was your motivation? 
3. What did you demonstrate or protest against?  
4. Were you involved in any organisations?  

a. Can you explain your role in … organisation?  
5. What roles did you play in the protests? 

a. Can you explain what your role as … involved? 

6. What barriers did you face when involved in political activism in 
Brisbane? 
a. As a woman, what barriers/hurdles/restrictions did you face 

when becoming involved in activism. 
7. How did you overcome those barriers? 
8. Were there any consequences to your taking a politically active role 

in Brisbane? 

9. Can you explain what was gained by your role in the political activism 
in Brisbane? 

10. What were the outcomes of your protest activities? 

11. How were you affected by your activities? 
12. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 
Thank you for your time. I will send you a copy of the transcript of the interview 
for review. Please feel free to make any changes necessary so that this is an 
accurate reflection of our discussion.  


