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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the public debate on homosexuality in New Zealand in the

period 1960-86. Its focus is primarily on male homosexuality because the central

issue was the continued criminalization of male same-sex sexual acts. The thesis notes

irresolvable problems of definition of homosexuality involving discussions of

behaviour, orientation and identity. Nevertheless, the debate proceeded on a binary

basis, that homosexuals and heterosexuals were two clearly defined groups of people.

The thesis begins by noting the repression and invisibility of homosexuals in the

1960s. It then explores the origins and significance of the New Zealand Homosexual

Law Reforrn Society and the gay liberation movement. Because of the significance of

religion in regard to the debate, a chapter is devoted to major change and cleavage

that occurred within the churches relating to homosexuality in the period teviewed.

Finally the intense fifteen months of debate that occurred prior to decriminalization of

male homosexual activity in July 1986 is studied at depth. The thesis highlights the

intensity of feeling that the debate engendered. This was the result of the clash of

fundamentally different worldviews and value systems. Behind the particular issue lay

the question of the moral and social status of homosexuals and homosexual acts. So

fundamental was this division that from both sides the very future of society seemed

to be at stake. Worlds were in collision.
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