
Lesbian history is like a treasure hunt through time -
full of hidden gems, secret codes, and stories
whispered between the lines. For centuries, lesbian
relationships were brushed aside, cloaked in
euphemisms, or simply erased. While male
homosexuality was criminalised and documented
(often harshly), women loving women were either
ignored or passed off as “just really close friends” -
you know, the kind who lived together for decades
and shared everything except public recognition.
Many lesbians had to live quietly, dodging
persecution and societal judgment. But here’s the
good news: if we dig deep, follow the clues, and
read between the lines, their stories do emerge -
just waiting for us to find them.
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INTERNATIONAL LESBIAN DAY

I’ve always liked the sound of International Lesbian Day. It puts me in mind of incredibly suave and
sophisticated lesbians, jet setting around the world, solving crimes and looking dapper while doing
it. The equivalent of a lesbian James Bond if you like. As a lesbian who is decidedly more coolish
than cool, it’s an image that has always appealed haha The other thing I appreciate about days like
ILD is the opportunity it gives us to pause and reflect on the incredible history of our community.

🔗 Sapphire website | 🔗 Sapphire LinkedIn

We didn’t have words for it. I just knewI wanted to be with women. My bestfriend and I would go to the moviesand hold hands in the dark. That wasour little world, and no one couldtouch it. - 🔗 Margaret, 1950s

I remember the first t
ime I went to a

women’s dance. I was terrified

someone would recognise me. But then

a woman smiled at me across the room,

and I thought, ‘She gave me that look.’

Suddenly, I wasn’t alone anymore.

- 🔗 Judith, 1970s
We marched in the first Mardi Gras. I was shaking, but

I held my girlfriend’s hand the whole way. The police

were everywhere, but so were our friends. That night,

I felt both scared and invincible.
- 🔗 Helen, 1980s

We had to fight for every right - parental leave,
recognition on the birth certificate. But when our daughter
was born, the midwife said, ‘Two mums, how lucky is she?’

That made all the battles worth it.
- 🔗 Lisa, 2000s

“SHE GAVE ME THAT LOOK” - REAL STORIES THROUGH THE DECADES

https://prideindiversity.com.au/resources-and-initiatives/sapphire/
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/14502184/
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https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/6342449
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https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/items/31b4242b-e22e-4c85-ac6a-79c27a3311f9/full
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/items/31b4242b-e22e-4c85-ac6a-79c27a3311f9/full
https://www.pridehistory.org.au/oral-histories
https://www.pridehistory.org.au/oral-histories
https://www.lotl.com/culture/history/intimate-histories-lesbians-in-australia-since-1945/
https://www.lotl.com/culture/history/intimate-histories-lesbians-in-australia-since-1945/
https://www.lotl.com/culture/history/intimate-histories-lesbians-in-australia-since-1945/


UNWRITTEN BUT REMEMBERED:
INDIGENOUS LESBIAN HISTORIES

The history of lesbian identities among Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples isn’t well-documented in
the way Western histories of sexuality might be. Long
before the words “lesbian” or “gay” existed, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander cultures had their own ways
of understanding love, intimacy, and connection.
While specific documentation of lesbian relationships
is scarce, there is evidence of broader acceptance of
gender and sexual diversity.

Then colonisation came along, bringing with it laws,
missions, and Christian ideas that tried to erase same-
gender relationships and silence women’s stories. 

Today, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, including queer women, are reclaiming their
identities and histories. Many proudly use the word
“lesbian,” while others prefer “queer” or cultural terms
that feel more connected to Country and kinship. 

There’s still very little academic writing specifically
about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lesbians in
historical context. Most available literature focuses
broadly on LGBTQI+ First Nations peoples or more on
gay men/sistergirls. What exists is often community-
driven storytelling and oral history; an important
reminder that Western academic “proof” isn’t the only
form of knowledge.

Being Blak and queer is not a
contradiction. It’s a truth. It’s a legacy.
It’s a continuation of our stories that

were never lost - just silenced.
- 🔗 Aunty Vanessa Turnbull-Roberts

(Bundjalung woman)

Sometimes being an Aboriginal queer

lesbian in queer leadership is tough. It’s a

constant battle between discrimination

based on my Aboriginality and misogyny

because I am a strong woman.

- 🔗 Alli Toby (Gangulu and Kamilaroi

woman)

I tell stories because our truths
deserve to be heard. Being a queer

Blak woman means carrying
generations of strength and creating

space for joy.
- 🔗 Rhianna Malezer (Butchulla and

Kamilaroi woman)

LESBIANS DURING THE AIDS CRISIS
During the height of the AIDS epidemic in the

1980s and 1990s, when fear was spreading faster
than facts, lesbians stepped up in extraordinary

ways. While many gay men were heartbreakingly
abandoned by families and communities, lesbians
became the backbone of care - rolling up sleeves
as nurses, caregivers, and activists. From hospital
wards to protest marches, they showed up with

compassion, grit, and a touch of righteous
lesbian determination. Check out the resources

below to learn more.

DYKES ON BIKES: THE PROTECTORS
Picture it: Oxford St, Sydney, 1991 (IYKYK). You’re having a drink at
Stonewall when you hear a group of guys out the front shouting
homophobic slurs. All of a sudden, the roar of engines fills the
street. You look out the door and see a pack of Dykes on Bikes

speeding toward the men. You calmly return to your drink,
knowing they’ve got it.

Dykes on Bikes have long been the fearless protectors of the
LGBTQ+ community. Formed in Sydney in 1987, inspired by their
San Francisco namesakes, they rode in the 1988 Mardi Gras and
spent weekends throughout the 80s and 90s patrolling Oxford
Street, stepping in to stop harassment or violence. Today, they

continue that legacy, showing up at queer events, trans
gatherings, and family-friendly celebrations, opening the Sydney

Mardi Gras parade and showing the safe path, just like they always
have. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IFVLb4BsqI
https://www.tiktok.com/@rainbowhistoryclass/video/7036649269411007745?lang=en
https://www.youthco.org/lesbian_solidarity_during_the_aids_epidemic
https://www.instagram.com/reel/DOF-1KGCNKs/
https://rosie.org.au/health-wellbeing/gender-sexuality/queer-first-nations-history
https://rosie.org.au/health-wellbeing/gender-sexuality/queer-first-nations-history
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/
https://www.vic.gov.au/pride-our-future-victorias-lgbtiqa-strategy-2022-32/lgbtiqa-communities/lgbtiqa-aboriginal-experiences
https://www.vic.gov.au/pride-our-future-victorias-lgbtiqa-strategy-2022-32/lgbtiqa-communities/lgbtiqa-aboriginal-experiences
https://www.vic.gov.au/pride-our-future-victorias-lgbtiqa-strategy-2022-32/lgbtiqa-communities/lgbtiqa-aboriginal-experiences
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/
https://queerarchives.org.au/posts/muru-ba/


LESBIAN ACTIVISM
While some have tried to stir up drama by weaponising lesbian identities - as if inclusion
were a Bunnings sausage sizzle and there weren’t enough snags for everyone - reality
tells a different story. Both data and lived experience show that most lesbians aren’t
buying the “us versus them” narrative. In fact, the majority are proudly waving the flag for
inclusion, knowing our liberation is a group project.
Lesbian activists have long stood shoulder to shoulder with other marginalised groups.
Many led or worked in community domestic and family violence organisations
throughout the 80s, 90s, and 2000s - turning compassion into action long before
“inclusion” became a buzzword. From fighting for marriage equality to demanding
inclusive healthcare and fair laws, lesbians have been leading the charge with heart,
humour, and a healthy dose of stubbornness. After all, if there’s one thing lesbians are
famous for it’s our ability to organise - and not just our plant and carabiner collections...

LESBIAN SOLIDARITY IN
ACTION

🏥 Lesbian activists have fought for
access to gender affirming care and
reproductive rights for all LGBTQ+
people.

🌏 Lesbian activists help LGBTQ+
refugees by creating safe housing,
legal support and inclusive policies.
“We build on a proud history of queer
solidarity to say: no one is illegal.” -
🔗 LGSMigrants

🏳️‍⚧️ Equality Australia’s statement,
signed by lesbian-led groups, affirms
solidarity with trans women. 
“We emphatically stand with trans
women today and always.”

LESBIANS STAND WITH TRANS
RIGHTS

98% of lesbian
respondents in the

2023 AWEI employee
survey would support a

colleague affirming
their gender

96% of young lesbians
say they are supportive
or very supportive of

trans people

Lesbian activism has
always been about

fighting for
everyone’s right to

live authentically. We
know that our
struggles are

interconnected.
- Julie Peters

Lesbians and trans women have
always had more in common than
not. Our communities have stood

together against discrimination, and
most lesbians I know are passionate

about inclusion and solidarity.
- Sally Goldner AM

The overwhelming majority of lesbians in Australia

support trans rights and broader LGBTQIA+

inclusion. Attempts to divide us are out of step with

the values of our community.

- Anna Brown

https://www.lgsmigrants.com/
https://www.lgsmigrants.com/
https://justlikeus.org/news/2023/03/31/trans-day-of-visibility-ally-lesbian/?ref=wearequeeraf.com


FINAL THOUGHTS
Growing up in the 80s and 90s, LGBTQ+
representation was almost non-existent. I knew by
the age of eight that something about me was
different, but as I tried to figure it out, the only
person I saw remotely like me was Ellen. Whatever
you think of her now, when she came out on her
show in the 90s, she lost almost everything. What
that taught me, and countless other young LGBTQ+
people, was that there was something wrong with us.
Like all the micro- and macro-aggressions we
experience, it instilled early on the lesson to self-edit,
hide, and “don’t let anyone know.”
Lesbians have always been there, showing up in ways
big and small: volunteering, organising, protecting,
fighting, loving, and laughing in the face of adversity.
From Dykes on Bikes clearing a path on Oxford Street
to women leading domestic violence and community
organisations, our history is full of people refusing to
let the world erase them - or anyone else.
Today, things aren’t perfect, in fact, some days feel
scarier than they have in a while. But representation is
better. And it’s not just white women on daytime talk
shows anymore; we’ve got queer femmes, we’ve
butches, we’ve got cis lesbians, trans lesbians and
non-binary lesbians. We’ve got those creating families
and we’ve got those conquering the world. We’ve got
every flavour of lesbian lighting up our screens, books,
podcasts and social media. Workplaces are slowly
getting more inclusive, healthcare is improving, and
for the first time in a long time, young LGBTQ+ people
can see that being themselves doesn’t have to come
at the cost of their lives.
There’s still work to do. Inclusion has to be
intersectional, we still need to be confronting racism,
ableism, and transphobia, both outside and inside our
communities. But remembering where we came from,
who paved the way, and what we’ve endured gives
hope. Being a lesbian today means carrying that
history, celebrating our resilience, and fighting for a
world where we can all show up authentically,
unedited, unapologetic, and yes, sometimes in leather
jackets and sensible shoes.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
A Lavender Menace? Australia's
Early Lesbian Movement
Lesbian Sydney in the 1990s
Lesbian Activism from 1970s to
the Present
The Hidden History Of Australian
Women Who Love Women
Peopling the Empty Mirror
Anania
Dyke Digital
A Tribe Called Queer
Lesbian Herstory Archives
Queer Bible

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JBLRpz_qW4E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JBLRpz_qW4E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUEe3SM11ok
https://bcrw.barnard.edu/archive/lesbian.htm
https://bcrw.barnard.edu/archive/lesbian.htm
https://www.lotl.com/opinion/podcast/the-hidden-history-of-australian-women-who-love-women/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lotl.com/opinion/podcast/the-hidden-history-of-australian-women-who-love-women/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://queerarchives.org.au/app/uploads/2020/10/Peopling-the-Empty-Mirror.pdf
https://www.anania00.com/
https://www.instagram.com/dyke_digta/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/atribecalledqueer/?hl=en
https://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/
https://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/

