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Abstract
This thesis examines the circumstances that permitted South Australia’s pioneering
legalisation of abortion and male homosexual acts in 1969 and 1972. It asks how and
why, at that time in South Australian history, the state’s parliament was willing and able
to relax controls over behaviours that were traditionally considered immoral. It charts the
shift in discussion about abortion and homosexuality that was evident in the middle
decades of the twentieth century, then analyses the debates about the reforms that
occurred in parliament, amongst the churches, medical professionals, activists, the media
and members of the public. It compares the arguments used by those who supported and
opposed the reforms and demonstrates that although legalisation was achieved, the
arguments of opponents, seeking to preserve the status quo, influenced the extent of the
reforms and therefore the extent to which the state continued to control private behaviour.

I argue that the shift in conversation about abortion and homosexuality, characterised by
the weakening of the taboo surrounding their public discussion and stimulated by a series
of events between the 1930s and 1960s, was critical to the issues earning a place on the
political reform agenda. I show that it was not the nature of the discussion that changed
during this time, but rather the location of that discussion. Abortion and homosexuality
continued to be considered ‘immoral’ and undesirable, and the politicians who passed the
reforms did not suddenly accept the behaviours, but rather accepted the premise that, no
matter how undesirable the activity, the law was no longer an appropriate mechanism
with which to control private behaviour. Thus, discussion about the nature of abortion and
homosexuality did not change substantially from the attitudes exhibited in earlier decades.
What had changed was the site of the discussion: the topics were now able to be discussed
openly in public and this demonstrated to parliamentarians that community support
existed for the reforms.

This thesis also contributes to an understanding of the progressive political climate in
South Australia during the late 1960s and early 1970s, a period obscured by the popular
memory of the ‘Dunstan Decade’. Parliamentary debates are a key location for analysis of

v
public discussion about abortion and homosexuality, as the arguments used by politicians
reflected and perpetuated the limitations on what was considered appropriate or
acceptable to say. In addition, a demographic study of the parliamentarians who
supported and opposed the measures reveals much about the effect of the lengthy
Playford government on the political activity that followed, and demonstrates the role of a
free (conscience) vote on legislating ‘moral’ issues. The thesis is innovative in showing
that the South Australian reforms were not simply part of a global shift in discussion
about abortion and homosexuality, nor merely an example of local exceptionalism.
Instead, the timing of the reforms led to the passage of distinctive legislation that
balanced the progressive forces’ desire for liberalisation with conservatives’ fears about
the prevalence of the two activities.
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A Note on Terms
Throughout the thesis, I use the term ‘legalise’ to describe the reforms of both abortion
and homosexual acts. This is the usual term to describe abortion law reform, but some of
the literature prefers the term ‘decriminalise’ to describe the removal of homosexual
offences from the statute books, arguing that to decriminalise is to remove an offence
entirely, while to legalise is to retain an offence but prescribe circumstances in which it is
legal. However, this is not a distinction consistently recognised by the legal profession.
For that reason, and for reasons of brevity when discussing the two reforms together, I
have chosen to use ‘legalise’ in both cases, or the more common legal term, to ‘make
lawful’.
I use ‘abortion’ to mean the procedure of terminating a pregnancy by choice, rather than
the strict medical sense in which abortion can also include what the lay-person would
usually refer to as a miscarriage (i.e. when the body spontaneously ends a pregnancy).

The language used to describe homosexual men has changed significantly over time. For
the most part I use the term ‘homosexual’. I use the term ‘men who have sex with men’
when discussion includes men who may not identify as homosexual, but who engage on
occasion in homosexual acts, and ‘gay’ only when describing a person or group who selfidentifies as such and uses the word (or similar) to describe themselves.

