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A lm ostfrom  the beginning, I  knew  that I  w as som ehow  differentfrom  the  
oth er guys. I  w as a lw ays an ou tcast a t school. B ooks w ere  m y bes t 
frien ds. I  o s tra c ised  m y s e l f  from  the rest o f th e  w o r ld  because I  f e l t  a s i f  I  
cou ld  trust no one, not even m y parents. The p ressu re  o f  fe e lin g  so  a lone  
m anifested  its e lf  in f i ts  o f  m anic depression, h ysterica l ou tbreaks and, 
eventually, su ic ida l tendencies. I  w o u ld  sp en d  hours sittin g  on m y  
w indow sill, w ondering w hether ju m p in g  w o u ld  m ake things b e tter  an d  
w ishing that som eone w ou ld  help me. A ll tha t I  n eed ed  w as to  be to ld  
that m yfeelings w ere norm al a n d  I  w a s n ’t the on ly one w ho h a d  them.

Devin Berringer, age 171

Research concerned with the problems facing lesbian and gay youth 
indicates two recurring elements that require immediate attention on 
the part o f educators and social activists. The first is an alarming suicide 
rate amongst lesbian and gay adolescents.2 The second is what has been 
referred to as a ‘second w ave’ o f  HIV/AIDS transmission amongst 
young gay men between the ages o f  14 and 19.3

This article will examine the ability o f  high school educators in 
Western Australia to effectively deal with these issues in light o f  West
ern Australia’s L aw  Reform  (D ecrim inalization  o f  Sodom y) A c t 1989 , 
which makes it a criminal offence to ‘promote homosexual behaviour’ 
and which ultimately resulted in discriminatory age o f  consent provi
sions being added to the State’s C rim inal C ode.4 It is submitted that 
legislation o f  this sort impedes the ability o f  educators to effectively 
address these issues.

Youth suicide
Gay youth counsellor Kevin Jennings explains that in a society in which 
homophobic violence and gender inequality remains rampant, being a 
gay or lesbian youth is, suffice to say, less than easy. What makes les
bian and gay youth different from other traditional ‘minority’ groups is 
that they do not, for the most part, grow up with people like them selves.5 
Their isolation becomes more encompassing, for a homophobic social 
environment can be duplicated in the home. As Jennings writes, lesbian 
and gay youth are predominantly the product o f  heterosexual families, 
and come from communities where lesbian and gay adults are rarely 
visible. They also attend schools with no openly gay staff, and belong to 
peer groups where ‘fag’ is the favoured insult and ‘that’s so gay’ is a 
common term o f abuse.6

According to Professor James Sears o f  the University o f  South Caro
lina, the average student realises his or her sexual orientation at the age 
o f thirteen.7 For a heterosexual adolescent, there are many avenues o f  
support through which they can overcome, or at least discuss, develop
mental or peer pressure difficulties that inevitably accompany adoles
cence. By contrast, gay students rarely feel able to ask their families, 
friends, schools, or communities to help them out, fearing the possible 
negative response they might receive.8 This is supported by research 
conducted by the ‘London Gay Teenage Group,’ who found that 25% o f
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young lesbians and gays felt isolated, 21 % suffered verbal 
abuse, 12% were beaten up and one in five young lesbians 
and gays attempted suicide because o f  anguish, loneliness 
and despair.9 Isolation thus becomes intrinsic to the exis
tence o f a large number o f  lesbian and gay adolescents, and 
this feeling o f  isolation is often accompanied by self- 
loathing and confusion as to their future.10

The WA Health Department recently released a Report 
aimed at reducing the increase in youth suicide in WA enti
tled M a k in g  A D iffe ren ce :  Youth S u ic id e  P rev en tio n  
M anual.n With respect to lesbian and gay youth, its findings 
indicate the following:

•  gay, lesbian and bisexual people often live in hostile and 
condemning environments. This is reflected in our legal 
system. For example, whilst homosexuality is decrimi
nalised in all Australian States, subject to discrepancies 
regarding age o f  consent, only N ew  South Wales has leg
islation to prevent the vilification o f  gay men and lesbi
ans. 12 Further, Western Australia has yet to include sexual 
orientation within the scope o f  its Anti-Discrimination 
Act, which is at odds with other States.13 In school set
tings they may feel unable to escape from or defend them
selves against verbal and physical assaults.

•  There is a lack o f  positive role models and information 
about homosexuality. The existence o f  gay, lesbian and 
bisexual young people is often denied, ignored or treated 
with contempt by society, especially the media, and the 
education system so that there is little opportunity for 
them to recognise, take pride and act on their sexual iden
tity. This can seriously affect the self-esteem o f  young 
people, leaving them isolated and vulnerable. They may 
react by maintaining a secret life away from family and 
friends, by internalising self-hatred or denying their 
sexuality.

•  Young people may be ambivalent about sexual identity. 
Youth is a period o f  experimentation when roles and iden
tities are being questioned in relation to a range o f  issues. 
Whilst there is great pressure to have heterosexual rela
tionships in adolescence, many young people experience 
homosexual feelings. This can cause turmoil for young 
people who may try to force themselves to have hetero
sexual relationships and become confused about why this 
doesn’t feel ‘right’ to them. Their level o f  heterosexual 
activity may be increased, or their homosexual activity 
may take place anonymously (such as at ‘beats’) or gay 
and lesbian bars and nightclubs. Being forced into the 
adult ‘scene’ like this can increase a young person’s sense 
o f  isolation, and also exposes them to the risks o f access to 
alcohol and other drugs, and the chance to engage in op
portunistic sex work.
Research undertaken in the United States exposes similar 

difficulties and dangers faced by lesbian and gay youth in 
that country:14

1. Violence. According to the US Department o f  Justice, 
‘Homosexuals are probably the most frequent victim s’ o f  
hate crimes, which are crimes directed against people be
cause they belong to a certain group (racial, ethnic, etc.). 
Lesbian and gay youth are hardly immune to this society
wide phenomenon. A  survey by the National Gay and Les
bian Task Force found that 45% o f  gay men and 25% o f  lesbi
ans reported being harassed or attacked in high school 
because they were perceived to be lesbian or gay.
2. Verbal abuse. It comes as no surprise to any teenager 
that lesbian and gay students are often subjected to verbal

abuse. Comments like ‘fag’, ‘dyke’, and ‘that’s so gay’ are 
used so regularly in high schools (often even by teachers) 
that few even notice such hateful language as being anything 
out o f  the ordinary. According to a survey conducted by the 
Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian 
Youth, 97% o f  students at one suburban high school had 
heard homophobic language used in school. Another Com
mission survey found that 43% o f  students said they heard 
such language ‘often’, 51% ‘som etim es’, and only 6% said 
‘never’. Finally, 53% o f the students surveyed said they had 
heard teachers use such language. Few teachers sympathetic 
to gay youth feel able to intervene to stop such harassment 
for, as one teacher put it, ‘Most teachers, gay or straight, are 
afraid to speak up when they hear homophobic remarks. 
They’re afraid people might say, “What are you, gay?”, 
which remains a frightening question in today’s climate.’

3. Homelessness. Many families react badly when they 
find out one o f  their children is lesbian or gay. A  University 
o f  Minnesota study found that 26% o f  young gay men re
ported being forced to leave home because o f  conflict over 
their being gay.

4. Substance abuse. Under such stress, many lesbian and 
gay youth turn to alcohol or other drugs to escape their prob
lems. The University o f  Minnesota study found that 58% o f  
the young gay men surveyed could be classified as having a 
substance abuse disorder.

5. High drop-out rates. The United States Department o f  
Health and Human Services found that 28% o f  gay youth 
drop out o f  high school altogether, usually to escape the har
assment, violence, and alienation they face at school.

All o f the above create an environment where suicide is 
considered a tangible option by far too many young lesbians 
and gay men. As Jennings notes, according to the United 
States Department o f  Health and Human Services, lesbian 
and gay youth are two or three times more likely to attem pt 
suicide than heterosexual youth (with 500,000 suicide 
attempts in the United States annually) .15 Up to 30% o f  
successfu l teen suicides each year are by lesbian or gay teens 
(1500 out o f a total o f  5000 deaths). Using the Department’s 
statistics, this means that a gay or lesbian youth tries to kill 
him or herself every 35 minutes in the United States, and that 
a gay or lesbian youth succeeds in killing him or herself 
every six hours.16

As noted, in light o f  this disturbing reality, the Health 
Department o f  Western Australia has recently released a 
campaign strategy aimed at assisting educators responsible 
for educating and counselling gay youth in West Australian 
high schools.17 The thrust o f  this report is a recognition that 
being sensitive to and knowledgeable about some o f the 
issues and problems these young people face w ill greatly 
improve the level and type o f  support educators are able to 
offer them. Its recommendations for educators, summarised 
in a resource manual distributed to all West Australian 
schools, are as follows:

•  Be aware o f the issues, and equip yourself with current, ac
curate information about the particular needs o f  gay, lesbian 
and bisexual service users and where they can go for help. 
Create a resource list o f  relevant community groups.

•  Acknowledge the reality o f  homophobia (which is fear o f  
and prejudice against homosexual men and wom en). Be pre
pared to confront your own attitudes as w ell as those o f  oth
ers. This is especially important in schools, refuges and 
youth agencies where we need to provide positive examples 
o f sensitivity to, and acceptance of, difference.
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•  Challenge all anti-homosexual language and behaviour.
•  Ensure that policies and procedure in your agency reflect a 

commitment to non-discrimination o f  gays, lesbians and bi
sexuals. Make sure this is included in all published service 
documents.

•  Include relevant material for young lesbians, gays and bi
sexuals in all service programs.

•  Display pamphlets, books and posters on gay, lesbian and bi
sexual issues.

Finally, the Manual notes that, when working directly 
with young lesbian, gay and bisexual people who may be at 
risk o f  suicide or injury, educators should consider the 
following:

•  Wherever possible, encourage the use o f  gay, lesbian and bi
sexual counselling services and support groups if  this is what 
the young person wants.

•  Create a safe, accepting environment in which the young 
person can discuss issues o f  sexuality. Sometimes it is im
portant to let the person know that you are comfortable talk
ing about these issues by asking open, direct questions.

Recommendations such as these are aimed at assisting 
lesbian and gay youth feel more accepted by the community 
in which they live —  an objective which, i f  successful, may 
ultimately have the concurrent effect o f  reducing the sense o f  
isolation so often felt by those youth so clearly at risk o f  se lf  
inflicted injury.

HIV/AIDS education in secondary schools
The WA Health Education Report also notes that the issue o f  
HIV/AIDS education is o f  the upmost importance for all 
young people and recommends implementing education 
programs that reflect the need for safe sexual behaviour as 
well as those which focus on sexual identification. This is o f  
crucial and urgent need given recent North American statis
tics which indicate an alarming increase in HIV/AIDS trans
mission amongst gay male adolescents between the ages o f  
13 and 19.18

Reasons for the increase in HIV transmission rates 
amongst young gay men are unclear, although many in the 
gay community believe it reflects a failure on the part o f  both 
society at large and the gay community itself to offer the type 
o f support needed to develop the level o f  self-confidence and 
self-respect required for safe sexual practices to be a viable 
option .19 It has been argued, for example, that if  we do not 
offer young gay men positive role models and instil in them a 
sense o f  self-worth that merits preservation, we do little to 
encourage them to protect themselves, for we merely rein
force the b elief that they are socially devalued, hence not 
worthy o f  the protection offered by safe sexual practices. 
Similarly, w e need to ensure that safe-sex  education  
programs deal with the realities o f  same-sex sexual activity 
such that young gay men are made aware o f  what is and what 
is not safe sexual activity. This requires an, at times, blunt 
and explicit description o f  what gay sex is and how best to 
ensure that any sexual activity engaged in is, in fact, safe. 
Given that high schools throughout Australia have adopted 
sex education curriculums, the responsibility to do so should 
and must rest on those charged with developing and imple
menting these programs. Not only will this assist in saving 
lives, it w ill indicate to gay youth, and students in general, 
that homosexuality is not a taboo subject best not discussed, 
that homosexuals are not socially deviant (hence worthy o f  
abuse and ridicule) and that heterosexuality is not the only 
sexual orientation worthy o f  respect, support and quite basic 
human rights protections.

The likelihood of implementing these 
recommendations
Despite the need for same-sex safe education campaigns, 
and a general need for homosexuality to be addressed within 
the school structure in order to combat the stark reality o f  gay 
youth suicide, it is clear that within Western Australia many 
obstacles prevent the implementation o f  programs aimed at 
improving what is clearly a quite desperate situation. While 
the recommendations outlined thus far in this article must be 
addressed, the question arises whether or not they can  be. 
This is particularly relevant in light o f  the L aw  R eform  (D e
crim inalization  o f  Sodom y) A c t, which seems to at least im
ply that some o f  these recommendations are either illegal or 
legally questionable. It is our contention that, at a minimum, 
this statute, even if  not actively enforced by the State, may 
dissuade educators from taking the types o f  steps necessary 
to tackle youth suicide and HIV/AIDS transmission.

The L aw  R eform  (o f Sodomy) A ct 1989  (WA)
In 1989, the WA Government introduced the C rim inal C ode  
A m endm ent (D ecrim inalization  o f  H om osexuality) B ill into 
the Legislative Council. The Bill was ultimately passed as 
the L aw  Reform  ( D ecrim inaliza tion  o f  Sodom y) A c t and re
sulted in a number o f  amendments to the State’s Criminal 
Code. The B ill’s aim was to legalise consensual same-sex 
sexual activity. In order to be accepted by the conservative 
majority in the Upper House in Western Australia, however, 
certain amendments to the Bill needed to be accepted. These 
amendments, introduced by a Liberal member, the Hon. Pe
ter Foss, were aimed at outlining in law the express concept 
that although homosexual sexual activity should not be ille
gal, the Government should not be seen to be ‘encouraging’ 
or ‘promoting’ homosexuality.20

As Morgan notes, the lengthy preamble to the A c t, a rare 
feature o f  Western Australian legislation, seems to indicate a 
general desire on the part o f  those conservative members 
who pushed through the amendments to outline in law an 
already entrenched homophobic rejection o f  sam e-sex  
sexual activity.21 Specifically, the preamble states:

WHEREAS, the Parliament does not believe that sexual acts be
tween consenting adults in private ought to be regulated by the 
criminal law:

AN D  WHEREAS, the Parliament disapproves o f  sexual rela
tions between persons o f  the same sex;

A N D  WHEREAS, the Parliament disapproves o f  the promotion 
or encouragement o f  homosexual behaviour;

A N D  WHEREAS, the Parliament does not by its action in re
moving any penalty for sexual acts in private between persons 
o f  the same sex wish to create a change in community attitude to 
homosexual behaviour;

A N D  WHEREAS, in particular the Parliament disapproves o f  
persons with care supervision or authority over young persons 
urging them to adopt homosexuality as a lifestyle and disap
proves o f  instrumentalities o f  the state so doing:

Be it therefore enacted ..., etc.

Morgan also notes that, ‘as evidenced by the wording o f  
the Preamble, the Liberal Members who voted for the legis
lation were concerned to ensure that the decriminalisation o f  
sodomy and private acts o f  gross indecency between males 
should not lead to a change in public values and morality on 
matters o f  homosexuality and to young people modelling 
their behaviour on this revised morality’.22 As such, while 
the Act should have served as a source o f  liberation for lesbi
ans and gay men in Western Australia (in that it finally
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legalised homosexual relations), any emancipatory potential 
was soon undermined by the fact that homosexuality as an 
unacceptable ‘life sty le ’ remains a stereotype actively  
endorsed by the legislation. Socially conditioned subordina
tion thus becomes ingrained as a part o f  government policy. 
This is further evidenced in s.23 o f  Part 2 o f the L aw  Reform  
(D ecrim inalization  o f  Sodom y) A c t , entitled ‘Proselytising 
Unlawful’, which reads:

It shall be contrary to public policy to encourage or promote ho
mosexual behaviour and the encouragement or promotion o f ho
mosexual behaviour shall not be capable o f  being a public 
purpose.23

As Morgan again explains, ‘the purpose o f this section is 
to ensure that contracts for the promotion or encouragement 
o f homosexuality are void as contrary to public policy and 
that public funds cannot be spent or charitable trusts estab
lished with such objectives’.24

In a similar vein, s. 24 o f  the Act provides that it shall be:

unlawful to promote or encourage homosexual behaviour as 
part o f  the teaching in any primary or secondary educational in
stitution.25

These sections are clearly based on the constructivist 
notion that sexuality can somehow be imposed on a person 
through mere exposure to that sexuality. They also rely heav
ily on the discriminatory and rather offensive stereotype o f  
gay men and lesbians as predatory and eager to recruit 
vulnerable youth. This concept also underlies S .322A  o f the 
Western A ustra lian  C rim inal C ode  fas amended by the Act) 
which now makes sodomy unlawful for gay men under the 
age o f 21 . The age o f  consent for heterosexuals is 16 .26

Given the above, one must query whether it is in fact 
possible to implement the types o f  education strategies 
needed to reduce youth suicide and reduce the level o f  
HIV/AIDS transmission in Western Australia. Put simply, 
s.23 o f the D ecrim inaliza tion  o f  Sodom y A c t makes any 
frank and open discussion o f  homosexuality potentially very 
difficult. Safe sex  education and suicide prevention  
campaigns aimed at gay youth (all o f which require some de
gree o f public funding if  they are to have any substantial 
effect), could fall victim to this section. Indeed, campaigns 
o f this sort, aimed as they are at presenting the realities o f  gay 
sex and giving confidence to gay youth through the promo
tion and distribution o f  positive images o f  same-sex sexual
ity, could be seen as contravening the anti-proselytising 
element o f  this section if  they are interpreted as ‘promoting’ 
homosexuality. Similarly, within the school environment 
(which we submit has a fundamental contribution to make 
within the context o f  same-sex sexuality education and 
suicide prevention), s.24 could intervene to prevent any such 
educational programs, again because they might be seen to 
promote homosexuality.

Lest it be assumed that provisions o f  this sort do not have 
any negative impact on the types o f education strategies 
needed to combat youth suicide and HIV transmission rates, 
one need only examine the effect o f similar legislation in the 
United Kingdom .27 Specifically, in England, s.28 o f the 
L oca l G overnm ent A c t 1988  prevents a local authority from 
giving financial or other assistance to any person for the 
purpose o f  publishing or promoting homosexuality as an 
acceptable family relationship or for the purpose o f teaching 
such acceptability in any maintained school. Commentators 
write that Peter Foss, the Minister responsible for Western 
Australia’s anti-proselytising clause, based his amendments 
on that section .28 The homophobic undertones that resonate

behind such legislation are most apparent, and are blatantly 
displayed by one o f the drafters o f  s.28, The Earl o f  Hals- 
bury:

One o f the characteristics o f  our time is that w e have for several 
decades past been emancipating minorities who claim that they 
will be disadvantaged. Are they grateful? N ot a bit. We emanci
pated races and got inverted racism. We emancipate hom osexu
als and they condemn heterosexism as chauvinist sexism, male 
oppression and so on. They will push us o f  the payment if  we 
gave them a chance.29

A similar attitude is also apparent in statements given by 
Peter Foss, presently the Attorney-General o f  Western 
Australia, who in justifying his Government’s discrimina
tory age o f consent provisions has stated that:

We are protecting those people who have the ability to respond 
both heterosexually and hom osexually ... We are protecting 
them from being pushed too early into responding hom osexu
ally when they have the opportunity to be responding hetero- 
sexually, o f  getting married and having a full and satisfying life 
as a heterosexual person ... Homosexuality is not normal in our 
society. I do not want it to be normal in our society.30

At a very basic level, one needs to ask how legislation o f  
this sort, accompanied as it is by comments o f  the sort noted 
above, cannot compound the isolation and disenfranchise
ment o f  lesbian and gay youth —  hence maintaining, if  not 
contributing to, the high rate o f  youth suicide amongst gay 
youth. As Stevie Clayton, Co-convenor o f  the Gay and 
Lesbian Rights Lobby notes:

Young gay men, like young straight men, have sexual feelings 
and are capable o f  giving informed consent to sexual conduct 
long before reaching [21 ] years o f  age. Framing our laws in such 
a way as to require gay men to wait until they are [21] before 
they can be sexually active does not prevent such activity, it sim
ply helps to create an environment where young men are secre
tive about their sexual conduct, are often forced to have 
anonymous sex such as at beats, have low self-esteem , and de
velop a negative attitude to a society which they see as oppress
ing them. There seems little doubt that such laws contribute to 
the high rate o f male youth suicide in Australia.31

Admittedly, the argument can be made that no one has 
ever been prosecuted under the s.177 o f  the C rim inal C ode  
for contravention o f the provisions in question .32 True 
enough but, as indicated, this ignores the symbolic harm o f  
actually having such legislation in existence. In addition, as 
recent experience regarding abortion in Western Australia 
testifies, merely because a provision is idle need not mean 
that it will not be employed on impulse.33 Similarly, while 
s.28 in England remains idle in that it has never been 
successfully used to prosecute a council for disobeying it, it 
remains true that legislation o f  this sort potentially acts as a 
deterrent to assisting gay youth. This, in turn, can have some 
potentially explosive effects, for as Stevie Clayton notes 
within the context o f discriminatory age o f consent provi
sions, proselytisation clauses like those found in the WA 
C rim inal C ode  and preferred safe sex education strategies:

[t]hese laws can have a major impact on the self-esteem  and sex
ual development o f young gay men, and can greatly hinder the 
fight against HIV/AIDS ... It has long been accepted that the 
criminalisation o f victim less conduct involving behaviours 
which risk transmission o f HIV and other STDs, simply serves 
to isolate individuals from preventive education, early diagno
sis and appropriate treatments, making it more difficult to 
achieve widespread behaviour change. Such problems are com 
pounded by laws ... which in effect make it illegal to counsel 
young gay men about safe sex.34
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In a similar vein, Powell writes with regard to the pres
ence o f s.28 that sections like this may in fact prevent educa
tors (for fear o f  prosecution) from doing what they must do in 
order to educate those most in need o f  education:

We will never know how many teachers have never given honest 
and open teaching about sexuality for fear o f breaking the law. 
We will never know how many services or youth groups have 
closed or never even begun because local authorities feared that 
to fund them would be to break the law. Further, we will never 
know how many young, vulnerable lesbians and gay men might 
not have taken such drastic action (suicide) had they had under
standing people in authority to speak to or had access to positive 
images o f gay p eop le .35

One needs to ask whether or not we can risk having educa
tors not educate on a matter in need o f  urgent attention for 
fear o f possible prosecution. Experience seems to indicate 
that this is in fact a very real consequence o f  laws similar to 
those now present in WA. Indeed, this has been the conclu
sion o f UK research analysing the effect o f  s.28 on sexuality 
education in the UK .36 As Vicki Powell notes referring to a 
survey report compiled by the Terrance Higgins Trust which 
surveyed teachers in England and Wales:

98% o f  teachers surveyed said their schools had sex education 
policies which give a high profile to HIV and AIDS awareness. 
And yet, only half o f  these courses dealt with gay issues, and 
teachers were keen to stress that teaching about homosexuality 
was not promoting it as a positive lifestyle. The survey further 
found that the existence o f  Section 28 was sending a clear signal 
that there ‘may be something dangerous or wrong about ad
dressing the needs o f  lesbian, gay and bisexual pupils’. The re
port concluded that ‘this is an unnecessary, damaging and 
confusing m essage for teachers that adversely affects the lives 
o f  the young people with whom they work’.37

Its effect is such that in failing to address such issues, 
ignorance and prejudice remain the norm —  a situation that 
merely compounds the isolation and sense o f  lack o f  self- 
worth o f  lesbian and gay students. As Watney explains, ‘our 
respective education systems manifestly fail to acknowledge 
the actual diversity o f human sexuality within the curriculum 
or outside it. In effect, children are taught that homosexuality 
is beyond consideration. This is bad for everyone in educa
tion, but most especially lesbian and gay teachers, and 
lesbian and gay students. ’38

With respect to prosecution, it is also worth noting that, 
given recent federal efforts to silence quite legitimate youth 
sexuality campaigns, the question must be asked whether or 
not prosecutory attempts w ill n ot be made. Indeed, the recent 
experience o f  the WA AIDS Council is at odds with the argu
ment that no-one in their right mind would attempt to limit 
materials aimed at preventing youth suicide. In 1997, the WA 
AIDS Council, after receiving a grant from the National 
Youth Suicide Prevention Strategy, submitted a draft booklet 
and poster aimed at sexually confused youth contemplating 
suicide to the Federal Minister for Family Services, Judi 
Moylan. Ms Moylan rejected the campaign, arguing that it 
served only as ‘a recruitment aid for a particular lifestyle’.39 
Apart from the fact that Ms Moylan based her conclusions on 
a discriminatory view o f lesbian and gay sexuality, her 
actions do little to address the very real reality o f gay youth 
suicide. Indeed, Ms MoyIan’s further statement that ‘our 
primary concern has to be saving young lives and that means 
that community has to come to a better understanding about 
the issues that give rise to suicide among young people’40 
reveals a quite remarkable level o f  ignorance regarding the 
connection between sexuality and youth suicide. Indeed, 
while the WA AIDS Council youth campaign was not

banned under Western Australian legislation, given the fact 
that the funding came from the Federal Government, the 
views o f the Federal Minister are indicative o f  the chronic 
lack o f  understanding within government generally, at both 
an elected and non-elected level, about this connection.

In sum, one needs to ask what kind o f m essage is sent to 
lesbian and gay youth when their government thinks so little 
o f them as human subjects that it is w illing to legally silence 
quite legitimate efforts to ensure that these youth have real 
life options. The symbolic impact o f  this legislation (legisla
tion which does little more than tell gay youth that their 
innate sexual desires are in fact not capable o f  being 
accepted by the society in which they live), does nothing but 
ensure young lesbians and gay men continue to suffer from 
the pressures o f social marginalisation and the very real 
dangers resulting from ostracism and silencing.

Conclusion
There is one difference that se ts  sexual m inorities a part from  
other m inorities — that is that w e can be invisible, an d  are  
assu m ed to be p a r t  o f  the h eterosexual m ajority  until w e b la 
tantly an d  pu b lic ly  declare o th erw ise . Som e o f  yo u  m ight 
think this to be a b o o n — le a n  ju s t  p re te n d  to be s tra igh t an d  
a vo id  a ll this discom fort. 1 tr ied  th a tfo r  a  while, g o in g  so  f a r  
as to use a gu y to try  to p ro v e  to m y se lf  that I  co u ld  be s tra igh t 
ifon ly  I  tr ied  hard  enough. B ut in stead  o f  being  a ccep ted  into  
the m ainstream , I  lo st m y se lf-respec t ... This in itia ted  a  
dow n w ard  sp ira l o f  se lf-h a tred  a n d  an ger m o tiva ted  by ho
m ophobia. I  h a ted  m y se lf  fo r  being  w hat se em e d  to be eve
ryone s w orst nightmare, a  hom osexual. I  w as an gry because  
no m atter w hat I  did, I  co u ld n ’t change th a t ... F or me, m y s i
lence equ a lled  the death  o f  m y sanity. I ’m not te llin g  yo u  this 
to make you  fe e l  so rry  f o r  me, the p o o r  d isillu sion ed  lesbian, 
o r  to preach  to you, but because I  w an t to g iv e  yo u  an idea o f  
w hat it is to be o stra c ised fro m  so c ie ty  because I  d o n ’t con

fo rm  to its stan dard  o f  ‘norm al
LeeFeam side, age 16.41

In light o f  the many problems facing lesbian and gay 
youth, problems which have manifested themselves in unac
ceptably high rates o f  suicide and HIV/AIDS transmission, it 
is clear that what is most needed to curtail further tragedy is 
an environment conducive to frank, open and progressive 
discussion on sexuality issues. Unfortunately, as this discus
sion has demonstrated, prevailing Western Australian law 
appears to prohibit the implementation o f  those education 
strategies aimed at creating such an environment. Indeed, 
Western Australia’s criminal law, replete with provisions 
that prohibit the ‘promotion o f  homosexuality’ and age o f  
consent laws that discriminate against those engaging in 
consensual same-sex sexual behaviour do little more than 
add to the isolation and exclusion experienced by young 
lesbians and gay men, while discouraging those best suited 
to alleviate this pain from doing anything about it. What one 
now finds is an educational system in which insecurity and 
ignorance about sexuality remain the norm.
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