“If you loved me, you'd sleep with
me”: Constructions of Sexual
Consent in 1970s Dolly Magazine

Cassandra Byrnes

Abstract

This article examines the teenage experience of negotiating non-
consensual sex as represented in Dolly magazine in the 1970s.
While advice columns in teen magazines were often seen to be
providers of crucial information on sex, discussions on consent were
rudimentary and lacked nuance as social and legal understandings of
sexual violence were shifting. Using Dolly’s popular advice columns
on sex and sexuality—Dolly Doctor’ and “What Should I Do?—
alongside feature articles from the 1970s, this research argues that
non-consensual sex was constructed in ways that reinforced harmful
understandings of perpetrators and victims. Perpetrators were
imagined only as strangers who inflicted physical violence while
committing rape, and victims could only be innocent girls who
did not engage in sexual behaviours at all. When young women
wrote in seeking advice from Dolly, non-consensual experiences
were described by the reader but they were not deemed as such
by the authoritative advice columnists. Instead, advice columnists
engaged victim-blaming rhetoric and rarely acknowledged
sexually coercive incidents within teenage relationships. There was
considerable slippage at this time between notions of awkward
teenage fumbling and coerced sex. Where previous research has
examined women and children’s experiences at this time, this article
seeks to redress the gap in research on adolescent relationships,
demonstrating that these nascent notions of consent from the 1970s
permeated teenage lives too.
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My boyfriend says he will leave me if T don’t let him make love to me.
He found out that I used to sleep with a boy we both know and he has
been terrible since then. I've told him I've had enough involvement
with sex—and this is true—Dbut he won't take any notice."

This letter from a reader, taken from a popular advice column in Dolly
magazine’s December 1977 edition, was representative of many Australian
teenage girls’ concerns surrounding sexual boundaries during this decade.
Speaking of anxieties common to many young women, this reader succinctly
illustrated problems inherent in navigating boundaries within interpersonal
relationships and notions of consent. By situating sex as a necessity he
was entitled to because of her past experiences, the reader’s boyfriend was
attempting to manipulate her into submitting to intercourse. In highlighting
the reader’s consent to sex in the past, he assumed that she would consent
to sex with him in the future, failing to grasp that consent needs to be given
freely, without coercion, and for every separate sexual encounter. Yet this is
a modern understanding of consent; in the seventies, coercive tactics used
to pressure women into sexual encounters were not necessarily viewed as
a violation of consent in the same way that rape with physical violence by a
stranger might be perceived. With rape in marriage only being criminalised
state-by-state from 1976 onwards and the impossible burden of evidence
needed to prosecute this charge, these unwanted and non-consensual sexual
encounters with fleeting boyfriends were hardly viewed as sexual violence.?

While current concepts of consent are increasingly complex and account
for the vast and varied situations in which consent cannot be given,
nascent understandings of sexual consent in 1970s Australia were largely
unarticulated. Lisa Featherstone has argued that consent during this period
was understood in the law ‘to mean physical resistance: to prove her non-
consent, a woman needed to physically resist sexual intercourse.” Second-
wave feminist Susan Brownmiller, in her influential 1975 work Against Our
Will: Men, Women and Rape, posited that consent to a jury was ‘based almost
exclusively on its interpretation of the events leading up to the rape, and its
judgment of the victim’s “moral character”.* These legal ideas of consent
were persuasive outside the courtroom, where actions prior to assault were

1 ‘What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1977, 67.

2 Lisa Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 19705-1980s: Rape and Child Sexual Abuse (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 131; Lisa Featherstone, ““That’s What Being a Woman is For”: Opposition
to Marital Rape Law Reform in Late Twentieth-Century Australia, Gender & History 29, no. 1 (2017):
87-103.

3 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 13.

4 Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (Melbourne: Penguin, 1975), 373.
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condemned if they were perceived as flirtatious or sexually suggestive.
In a 1974 Dolly feature article, advice offered to young women included,
“The important point is not to place yourself in a situation where you
may be raped ... don’t lead a bloke on if you don’t mean it.”> An academic
profile of a gang rape trial in Sydney in 1974 noted of the victim, ‘this
girl had broken the rules in the eyes of society: she had allowed herself to
be placed in a position where she had been overpowered and raped.® The
author condemned this perception of the victim-survivor, yet it was widely
understood that this was how she might be seen.”

The intricacies of sexual boundaries and consensual encounters within
an established relationship, whether intimate or friendship, were not well
defined in terms of coercion or non-physical violence. In the absence
of comprehensive school-based sex education in Australia, the avenues
available to young women in the 1970s for understanding non-consensual
interactions and what was ostensibly a ‘normal’ sexual experience were
limited.® In states that permitted school-based sex education, courses
centred on biological aspects of reproduction and family health, with little
regard for ideas of pleasure, agency, or consent.” Women’s magazines were
critical lifelines for information on subjects perceived as too sensitive or
embarrassing to ask friends, family, or doctors. In particular, advice columns
in young women’s magazines were increasingly popular in the 1970s and
became essential to teenagers and young adults looking for assistance with
sexual health, contraception, sexual relationships, and consent.' It was the
interactional, conversational method of advice columns that was particularly
appealing for advice-seekers, one that unidirectional articles or books (such
as The Little Red School Book or Everywoman) could not necessarily provide.''

5  Margaret Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,” Dolly, July 1974, 65.

6 Beverley Scholz, ‘Profile of a Gang Rape,’ in Delinquency in Australia: A Critical Appraisal, ed. Paul
R. Wilson (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1977), 119.

7 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 25.

8  Cassandra Byrnes, ‘Conservative Sex: A History of Abortion, Contraception, and Sexual Health in
Queensland, 1960-1989,” (PhD Thesis, University of Queensland, 2022), 85-114.

9 Joy Talukdar, ‘Sex Education in South Australia: The Past and the Present,” Sex Education 13, no.
1 (2013): 107-116; Greg Logan, Sex Education in Queensland, A History of the Debate Since 1900
(Brisbane: Educational History Unit, Dept. of Education, 1991); Thea Mendelsohn, ‘Getting Sex: Sex
Education and the Opposition Into Perspective,’ in Teaching About Sex: The Australian Experience, ed.
Wendy McCarthy (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1983), 94-98.

10  Kirra Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking: Teenage Girls, Teen Girl Magazines, and Social
Change in Australia and the United States, circa 1966-1996,” (PhD Thesis, Monash University, 2019),
133.

11 Seren Hansen and Jesper Jenson, 7he Little Red School Book (Sydney: Thor Publications, 1973); Derek
Llewellyn-Jones, Everywoman: A Gynaecological Guide for Life (Melbourne: Penguin Books, 1971).
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Using the microcosm of Dolly magazine as a representation of how sex,
relationships, and femininity were marketed to young white heterosexual
women, this article will demonstrate how Do/ly constructed non-consensual
sexual experiences. Where other scholars have analysed Dollys engagement
with second-wave feminism, I build on their analyses by problematising
the magazine’s portrayal of non-consensual sex.'” I argue that while
Dolly was relatively liberal on most sexual matters during the 1970s, the
magazine’s understandings of consensual sex were critically deficient,
lacking engagement with ideas around bodily autonomy and coercion.
The advice proffered mostly aligned with liberal feminist thinking of the
period—with the notable exception of consent. Although issues of consent
were routinely addressed, they were not necessarily framed as experiences
of sexual violence. Advice was predominantly communicated through the
thetoric of feminist-inspired individual agency and ‘taking back power’.
‘Don’t do it anymore,” ‘be prepared to take the consequences, and ‘don’t
get yourself into compromising situations’ were not uncommon phrases
in Dollys advice columns, often reducing sexually fraught experiences to
a matter of empowered women ably walking away."

Using second-wave feminist critiques, late-twentieth century scholarship
has generally positioned women’s magazines as a reproduction of normative
gendered ideals to the detriment of readers, but more recent research has
highlighted the value of community and reciprocal sharing that these
publications enabled.'* Do/ly magazine was established in November 1970
and had two ongoing advice columns (‘Dolly Doctor’ and “What Should
I Do?’) that provided forthright and unwavering recommendations. ‘Dolly
Doctor’ offered medical answers to girls questions that were frequently
concerned with sex or contraception. The column “What Should I Do?” also
ran throughout the decade, but focused more on relationship problems and
social issues, including sexuality, parental difficulties, and boyfriend troubles.
This research acknowledges the networks of support that magazine readers
and writers provided, considering the dearth of reliable consent education
elsewhere. The issue of consent, however, as we understand it today,
remained elusive. Only rudimentary definitions that usually incorporated

12 Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking’.

13 “What Should I Do?’ Dolly, April 1971, 30-31; ‘Dolly Doctor,” Dolly, July 1979, 73.

14 Betty Friedan, 7he Feminine Mystique (New York: W. W. Norton, 1963); Angela McRobbie, “The
Politics of Feminist Research: Between Talk, Text and Action,” Feminist Review 12 (1982): 46—-57; Pam
Gilbert and Sandra Taylor, Fashioning the Feminine: Girls, Popular Culture and Schooling (Sydney: Allen
& Unwin, 1991).
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physical violence as necessary criteria were deemed valid in the courtroom,
and this was reflected in the advice promulgated by Dolly."> Age of consent
was conceptually appreciated in the context of inappropriate relationships
(although this too had caveats), but issues of coerced and retracted consent
were not found in definitions of non-consensual sex, as this article will
demonstrate. When the perpetrator was a family member or there was a
significant age gap, there was a tacit acknowledgement of wrongdoing,
yet advice given was always focused on quietly and unobtrusively defusing
the situation. In all cases, women and girls were advised to change their
behaviour: stay away from him, youre being foolish, don't give in to his
demands, use your common sense. Despite feminists’ insistence that sexual
violence was an inexorable element of many women’s lived experiences,
conversations around consent were neither prolific nor nuanced in Dolly
and other magazines before the end of the 1970s.

This research is situated amongst previous scholarship that explores teenage
and young women’s magazines in the past and highlights their value in
community building and education. In their examination of young women’s
magazines (including Dolly, Cosmopolitan, Jackie, Seventeen, and Cleo),
Gordon Tait and Belinda Carpenter offer a framework for contextualising
the importance of these publications to adolescents during this period,
arguing ‘they constitute a significant source of practices and techniques
through which particular types of self are shaped’.'® This article engages with
this method of constructing the self through the source base of Do/ly’s advice
columns to illustrate how young women framed their experiences of non-
consensual sex and how they were received by the magazine. Kirra Minton’s
PhD research on teenage girls and the new wave of magazines directed at
them in the 1970s briefly examines issues of sexual violence as represented
in Dolly and its US counterpart, Seventeen. Where Minton highlights a 1982
example of Dolly’s advice columnist, Jillian Harvey, suggesting psychological
help in response to one girl’s assertion of rape, in the 1970s Dolly’s guidance
on issues of sexual violence was not so understanding.”” Other research
that has used Dolly in various methodological ways focuses on the 1990s

15 New South Wales Parliament, Report of the Criminal Law Review Division of the Department of
the Attorney-General and of Justice into Rape and Other Sexual Offences (Sydney: Government Printer,
1977), 11.

16  Gordon Tait and Belinda Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping, Counterpoints 29
(1996): 150.

17 Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking,” 164.
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and the early twenty-first century, providing different interpretations
based on changing social and political attitudes, none of which address
sexual violence.'®

In a broader sense, magazines for young women and girls aligned with and
co-opted the language of women’s liberation to emphasise women’s changing
roles in the 1970s. Michelle Arrow’s Friday On Our Minds: Popular Culture
in Australia Since 1945 critically analyses the importance of women’s
magazines in creating a new ‘liberated” woman of the 1970s, one who was
sexual, fashionable, smart, and above all, empowered."” In her examination
of Cleo and feminism, Megan Le Masurier asks, ‘Could you be a real
feminist in 1970s Australia and enjoy reading Cleo?’** For radical feminists,
Le Masurier argues, the answer was no: the commercial mass marketing of
magazines promoting a particular brand of ‘woman’ often sat in opposition
to radical feminists’ rejection of both traditional femininity and capitalism.
Despite second-wave feminists’ refusal to endorse popular magazines like
Cleo and Cosmopolitan, the language of liberation and empowerment was
embedded throughout these publications and certainly featured in teenage
magazines like Dolly.*!

This research also aligns with histories of sexual violence in Australia during
the 1970s, in order to examine how acts of non-consent and coercion
were perceived socially and legally. Lisa Featherstone’s crucial research on
sexual violence in Australia reveals a gradual but steady shift in thinking
about rape and sexual abuse across the 1970s and 1980s, culminating in
public recognition of these crimes like never before.”> Women’s liberation
campaigns and designated feminist spaces contributed greatly to the
increased public awareness of the prevalence of sexual violence towards both
women and children, and this meant defining and understanding both rape

18  Fiona Brookes and Peter Kelly, ‘Dolly Girl: Tweenies as Artefacts of Consumption,’ Journal of
Youth Studies 12, no. 6 (2009): 599-613; Georgia Carr, “Is this normal?” Examining Sex Education
in a Corpus of Magazine Advice Columns,” Australian Review of Applied Linguistics 43, no. 2 (2020):
145-168; Melissa Kang, ‘Sex Files: Exploring Sexuality Through Dolly Magazine,” Youth Studies Australia
19, no. 4 (2000): 28-33.

19 Michelle Arrow, Friday On Our Minds, 136.

20  Megan Le Masurier, ‘My Other, My Self: Cleo Magazine and Feminism in 1970s Australia,
Australian Feminist Studies 22, no. 53 (2007): 191.

21 Megan Le Masurier, ‘Reading the Flesh: Popular Feminism, the Second Wave, and Cleo’s Male
Centrefold,” Feminist Media Studies 11, no. 2 (2010): 215-229.

22 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 32.
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and the rapist.” In Joanna Bourke’s seminal work, Rape: A History from 1860
to the Present, focusing on the UK, US, and Australia, she asks: ‘Does the
designation “rapist” require a stranger brandishing a knife or will a spouse
who gradually wears down a “no” meet the necessary conditions?’** This
speaks to the articulation of non-consensual experiences I am examining
within the teenage world—how did Do/ly define sexual violence, and where
was the line drawn between awkward teenage encounters and coerced acts?
Where earlier research focuses on women’s and children’s experiences of rape
and abuse, this article examines the in-between period for teenage girls who
were navigating sex and consent often for the first time.

To look at this nexus between teenage magazines and understandings
of sexual violence, I examined issues of Dolly across the period from
1970-1980 inclusive, with issues distributed monthly. Each issue across
the decade was examined in full—132 in total—with a particular focus
on advice columns ‘Dolly Doctor’ and “What Should I Do?’, as well as any
feature articles that considered ideas of sexual intercourse and negotiating
sexual boundaries. I coded for themes within these issues, resulting in three
main categories: ‘sexual attitudes of teens’,” ‘consent’, and ‘underage or
incestuous’. Across 132 issues (in both feature articles and questions sent into
the advice columns), there were sixty-seven references to ‘sexual attitudes of
teens’, twenty references to ‘consent’, and eight references to ‘underage or
incestuous’. Some of these references are duplicate, because they are in the
same advice columns or because one article discussed various topics. I then
engaged in content analysis for each of these themes to examine patterns
that appeared in the articles, focussing on differences between readers and
authors, and looking at change across the decade.

23 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 33. For more on how rape was constructed by feminists
in the 1970s and 1980s see: Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1975); Susan Estrich, Real Rape (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987);
Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (London: Paladin, 1971); Anne Summers, Damned Whores and
God's Police: The Colonization of Women in Australia (London: Allen Lane, 1975); Jocelynne Scutt,
‘Consent in Rape: The Problem of the Marriage Contract, Monash University Law Review 3 (1977):
255-288.

24 Joanna Bourke, Rape: A History from 1860 to the Present (London: Virago, 2007), 5.

25 'This could have quite a broad meaning, but for the purposes of this rescarch it was specifically related
to experiences of sex and teenagers commenting on it when writing into advice columns or in articles. For
example, one teen wrote: Is it bad for a girl to masturbate? I've been so frustrated lately as my boyfriend

has gone away for six months’, in “What Should I Do?’, Dolly, October 1971, 69.



18

Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

The Teenage Magazine

In Australia, magazines marketed to teenagers—including Dolly, Teens
Today, Teenage Topics, Hepcats, and Teenagers Weekly—were expanding in
the 1960s and early 1970s, alongside the rise of liberation movements
that emphasised the importance of rights and freedoms, translating in
reality to a rise in youth consumerism.*® Although second-wave feminists
were wary of the patriarchal confines that magazines had the potential to
reproduce, scholarship since then has highlighted the social importance of
teen magazines particularly during this period, when socialisation outside
of immediate face-to-face friendships was limited.” The emergence of
distinctive youth cultures developed amidst postwar social and economic
security for middle-class white teenagers, who were increasingly seen as
a new demographic in terms of marketing, consumerism, and media.?® This
new interest in young people translated to the creation of teen magazines
that targeted adolescents’ recently discovered sense of social agency and
purchasing power. Tait and Carpenter argue that teenage magazines ‘can
be regarded as practical manuals which enrol young women to do specific
kinds of work on themselves’, and Do/ly magazine fell into this category of
self-help through the rhetoric of women’s liberationist empowerment and
a focus on sexual self-help, as promoted in second-wave circles.”

Teenage magazines served as an information lifeline for many in Australia
before mobile phones and the internet became widely accessible. As Melanie
C. Burns notes, “The media acts as an agent of sexual socialisation ... This
is perhaps most potent for teenagers, who may utilise the media as an
anonymous way to seek out information on particular sexual topics or to
overcome deficits in school-based education’.® This element of anonymity
was particularly crucial for many young women who were pursuing advice
on embarrassing or taboo topics, including contraception, abortion, and
rape. The advice offered in teenage magazines gained an authoritative
significance, supplanting information gathered from traditional sources of
parents, family GPs, teachers, religious mentors, or other familiar adults.

26  Michelle Arrow, Friday on Our Minds: Popular Culture in Australia Since 1945 (Sydney: University
of NSW Press, 2009), 68; Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 1-2.

27 Arrow, Friday on Our Minds, 136; Susan Sheridan, Who Was Thar Woman? The Australian Women's
Weekly in the Postwar Years (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2002), 4.

28 Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking,” 1-2.

29 Tait and Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping,’ 150.

30 Melanie C. Burns, ‘Mixed Messages: Inconsistent Sexual Scripts in Australian Teenage Magazines
and Implications for Sexual Health Practices,” Sex Education 18, no. 2 (2018): 191.
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The construction of sexuality in these publications was therefore crucial
for young women understanding themselves and their sexual relationships.
In examining letters to the advice pages of Girlfriend magazine—
a comparable Australian and New Zealand teenage magazine to Do//ly—from
1997 to 2002, Sue Jackson analysed the contradictions in constructions
of desire, arguing: ‘Girls are hailed as sexual subjects who can be (hetero)
sexually active as long as they are also sexually responsible’.?’ This message
of sexual empowerment through responsibility was evident in Dolly during
the 1970s, particularly when issues of non-consensual sex arose.

After the publication of its first issue in 1970, Dolly quickly became the
most popular teenage magazine in Australia.’> As Minton notes, ‘there was
nothing on the market that spoke exclusively to the experiences of teen
gitls—until Dolly.* While the magazine’s intended audience in the twenty-
first century was ‘tweenies’ (9 to 14 years old), at its inception in 1970
and throughout its inaugural decade, Dolly catered to a distinctly older
readership—a readership who were having sex, getting married, sharing
fertility concerns, and navigating an increasingly sex-saturated media.*
In the 1970s, Dolly was a self-help resource or a lifeline for those in need
at a time when little else was available, answering questions such as ‘if you
become engaged, should you use contraceptives?’, ‘shall I marry him or forget
him?’, and ‘how’s your sex appeal?’.”> Where Dolly embraced second-wave
feminist ideals on issues of equal pay for equal work, increasing women’s
participation in tertiary education, and supporting wide availability of
contraception and sex education for girls, understandings of consent
remained rudimentary.®® In the 1970s, there were fewer questions about
sexual assault or consent than questions about boyfriends or contraception,
particularly in explicit language; but there were frequent mentions of sexual
encounters that made young women ‘uncomfortable’, ‘ashamed’, and even
suicidal because they were coerced.”

31  Sue Jackson, “T'm 15 and Desperate for Sex”: “Doing” and “Undoing” Desire in Letters to a Teenage
Magazine, Feminism ¢ Psychology 15, no. 3 (2005): 296.

32 Kang, ‘Sex Files, 28.

33 Minton, ‘This is Not Your Mother Speaking,’ 107.

34 Brookes and Kelly, ‘Dolly Girl, 599-613.

35 ‘Frankly Frightening Firsts, Dolly, December 1970, 74; “What Should I Do?’ Dolly, September
1971, 79; ‘How’s Your Sex Appeal?” Dolly, February 1973, 25.

36 Tait and Carpenter, ‘Youth, Femininity and Self Shaping,’ 154.

37 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, February 1971, 69.
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Portraying the Perpetrator

Perpetrators of sexual violence during the 1970s were understood in vastly
different ways to current conceptions of offenders who commit sexual
assault or rape. As Featherstone notes, ‘rape myths that were heightened by
gendered and racial denigrations permeated the social and legal landscape
of the late twentieth century, and these rape myths helped construct
a pervasive, if misinformed, image of the perpetrator.’® A 1972 article on
convicted rapists in the Australian state of Victoria revealed the prisoners
in this study fervently believed that ‘one man could not rape a woman
without using violence’.” This was not an uncommon perspective in 1970s
Australia, and indeed was reiterated in social settings and in academic and
media publications of the time.* While some theorists and academics were
attempting to dispel rape myths—particularly that rape could only be
committed by a stranger and accompanied by physical violence—this did
not necessarily translate to a tangible shift in social and cultural attitudes
until the end of the decade.”!

The 1977 Final Report on the Royal Commission on Human Relationships
collated a wide range of national perspectives from community groups,
professionals, concerned individuals, and government departments in its
attempts to understand the most common societal problems relating to
gender, sex, and sexuality. In its section on rape and other sexual offences,
the report claimed: ‘A woman may be prepared to take part in sexual activity
short of intercourse, a man may expect that her willingness will extend
the whole way.”** This apparently progressive and nuanced understanding
of the limits of consent was an aberrant insight into sexual violence. But
the definition continued: “The situation described is, however, only one
aspect of rape and probably represents only a minority of cases. Most rape
cases involve some degree of aggression and violence’.*® Further, the report

38 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 14.

39  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 25; E. ]. Hodgens, 1. H. McFayden, R. J. Failla, and
E M. Daly, “The Office of Rape in Victoria,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology 5, vol. 4
(December 1972): 227.

40  Catherine Kevin, ‘Creative Work: Feminist Representations of Gendered and Domestic Violence
in 1970s Australia,” in Remaking Gender, Sexuality, and Culture in 19705 Australia, eds. Michelle Arrow
and Angela Woollacott (Canberra: ANU Press, 2019), 199-222; Julia Quilter, ‘From “Raptus” to Rape:
A History of the “Requirements” of Resistance and Injury, Law ¢ History 2 (2015): 89-113.

41 Brownmiller, Against Our Will, 142-147.

42 Elizabeth Evatt, Felix Arnold, and Anne Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships Final
Report Volume 5 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1977), 161.

43 Evatt, Arnold and Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships, 161.
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described the typical rape offender as ‘usually young, single, ill educated
and socially deprived’, demonstrating a crucially flawed perception of
perpetrators.* While social attitudes would start to change by the very
end of the decade, the data gathered from 1974 to 1977 presented in the
report shows that government reporting and attitudes were often slower to
move. The report from the royal commission highlights a critical weakness
in researching sexual violence: to study rape and sexual abuse, we rely on
evidence that has been deemed acceptable from ‘legitimate’ rape cases,
which necessarily excludes the majority of coercive sex between intimate
partners. The advice columns of Dolly give a novel insight into these
coercive encounters, though the encounters themselves were not positioned
as sexually violent at the time.

When discussing sexual violence within the pages of Dolly itself, the image
of the perpetrator was constructed as an aggressive stranger, a dirty old man,
or a gang of thugs. The act of rape with physical violence was considered
to be one of the only forms of ‘legitimate’ sexual violence, with limited
consideration of coercive practices, the influence of alcohol, or the inability
to say no. In a 1974 feature article, ‘Rape: The Aftermatl’, Dolly explicitly
separated sexual assault into two categories of ‘legitimate’ rape and victim-
encouraged assault: ‘Sometimes she is the sudden victim of a vicious pack
rape. At other times she might have unwittingly invited the attack, through
ignorance’.® The suggestion that the only genuine form of rape must
be a violent encounter committed by multiple people, or else the victim
encouraged the assault, was part of the social environment that discouraged
young women from reporting these crimes and believing these incidents
were criminal in the first place. The article went on to advise:

The important point is not to place yourself in a situation where you
may be raped. In other words, don't hitchhike, don’t accept lifts from
strangers, don’t hang around dark and lonely places, don’t forget to
tell your folks or flat-mate where you are going and with whom and
don’t lead a bloke on if you don’t mean it.*

All of the stories provided were the experiences of young women who
had been raped violently by strangers, and most of them were pack rapes.
The article failed to articulate that sexual violence could be committed
by romantic partners, and that coerced sex was still non-consensual sex;

44 Evatt, Arnold and Deveson, Royal Commission on Human Relationships, 162.
45 Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ 64.
46  Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,’ 65.
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in this way, the article represented common public understandings inherent
to 1970s Australia. The victim-blaming rhetoric appearing in this article
permeated the pages of the magazine throughout the decade, reinforcing the
notion that real rape was only committed by particular perpetrators under
a very limited set of circumstances.?

Coerced Sex

Despite the construction of perpetrators as violent strangers, by far the most
common experience of non-consensual sexual activity reported in Dolly was
committed by boyfriends or male friends known to the victim-survivor.
Using the language available to them at the time, young women wrote to
the ‘Dolly Doctor’ and “What Should I Do?” advice columns describing
experiences of sexual violence or misconduct.® Non-consensual intimate
behaviour in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship was viewed in ways that were
potentially damaging to young women’s understandings of normative sexual
experiences. The questions were centred on their own behaviour and how
they might be perceived by their boyfriends and other young people in their
lives, rather than highlighting the violation of consent they had experienced.
This perspective was reflected not only by readers who wrote in seeking
advice but by the advice columnists themselves, often using the language of
women’s liberation that suggested teenage girls and young women should be
able to walk away from dangerous situations and make the right choices to
empower themselves. Despite this discursive move towards ‘empowerment’,
young women continued to be positioned as moral guardians who were
responsible for sex in relationships—a remainder from decades past.” Too
frequently, when a reader would ask for help regarding an experience of
sexual violence, the advice centred on disengaging from the situation and
chastising the young woman for exposing herself to danger when she should
be exercising her newfound social power in romantic relationships. This was

47 ‘5 Men Talk About Sex and You,” 28-29; Gordon, ‘Virginity: It Matters, 46—47; Suzanne,
‘Virginity: No It Doesn't,” 46-47; “What Should I Do?” Dolly, April 1971, 30-31; “What Should I Do?’
Dolly, July 1971, 76; “What Should I Do?” Dolly, October 1971, 69; Wild, ‘Rape: The Aftermath,
64-66; “What Should I Do?” Dolly, February 1975, 70; ‘Dolly Doctor,” Dolly, August 1975, 76; “What
Should I Do?” Dolly, May 1977, 67; ‘Dolly Doctor,” Dolly, July 1977, 73; “What Should I Do?’ Dolly,
February 1978, 72; ‘Dolly Doctor, Dolly, December 1978, 82; “What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979,
76; ‘Dolly Doctor,” Dolly, July 1979, 73; “What Should I Do?’ Dolly, September 1979, 81; “What Should
I Do?’ Dolly, February 1980, 85.

48 The ‘Dolly Doctor’ column in the 1970s was written by Dr John Knight (alias James Wright), and
the “What Should I Do?” column by Kate Samperi (alias Catherine Thomas).

49  Minton, “This is Not Your Mother Speaking,” 37-39.
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a seemingly contradictory combination of old and new: employing modern
ideas of empowerment in response to sexual harassment or violence, while
still holding young women accountable for managing sexual restraint in
relationships. The advice given also focused on the victim’s actions and
how to avoid risky situations in future, with little blame attributed to the
perpetrator even in situations with explicit physical violence. Notions of
women’s empowerment being promulgated by the magazine at the time
extended to the insurmountable task of preventing or halting sexual assault
through being assertive and setting firm boundaries.

Examples of non-consensual experiences ranged from emotionally
manipulative to physically violent encounters and resulted in either coerced
consent or retracted consent. In coercing sex, perpetrators would pressure
the victim into submitting to their demands against their will. Young
women would set their boundaries when engaging in sexual activity with
a partner and often find those boundaries were transgressed through coercive
tactics. The most common manipulative strategies included: perpetrators
claiming there was a physical need to have sex or else it would be medically
injurious; threatening to find another sexual partner who would willingly
have penetrative intercourse; or alleging that emotional love could only
be quantified through physical expression. In citing this excuse of medical
need, one reader wrote in:

Q: I have a worrisome problem. My boyfriend and I often indulge
in heavy petting. When he wants to go “all the way” I refuse, not
wishing to run the risk of pregnancy. He claims that I am being cruel
to him and that my constant refusal could cause him physical harm.
Is this true, and what should I do?

A: Not indulging in actual intercourse will not and cannot cause
physical harm to your boyfriend. He is merely saying that to further
his own ends. However, if you both get yourselves in compromising
situations, you are being foolish to yourselves, and the temptations
are very high.*

While ‘Dolly Doctor’ acknowledges the fallacy of physical harm being
caused by not going ‘all the way’, the advice given does not recognise the
coercive nature of the boyfriend’s demands. Blame is attributed to both
the reader and her boyfriend for being in ‘compromising situations’.
They are chastised as ‘foolish’, rather than given a serious examination of

50 ‘Dolly Doctor, Dolly, December 1978, 82.
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manipulative adolescent relationships. Other readers wrote in with similar
concerns: ‘Is it true that once someone has had sex, they cannot live without
it? My boyfriend says this is true, and asked if penetrative intercourse is
necessary ‘to satisfy his “sexual needs”.”’ Reminiscent of nineteenth-
century theories of hydraulic sexuality, the misconception of ‘blue balls—
the physical need for men to have sex resulting in ejaculation—continued
through to the 1970s in new discursive ways and was used to pressure
young women into submitting to penetrative intercourse.’”> Dolly’s advice
columnists dismissed these ideas as false, but did not necessarily assist young
women in articulating these counterarguments to their sexual partners or in
educating young men themselves.”

Young men threatening to seek sexual encounters outside their romantic
relationship if their girlfriends did not submit to intercourse was not
uncommon. In one example, a reader admitted: ‘I need help badly. 'm 17
and was going with a boy for three months. He asked me for sex and said
if I didn’t he'd find another girl. So I agreed ... Now I've discovered that
I’'m two months pregnant.”* In asking for guidance on pregnancy matters,
this reader revealed that her situation originated through a coerced sexual
encounter, though she appeared largely untroubled by this manipulation
as she also added ‘T don’t want to lose my guy’ because of the pregnancy.”
There was tacit acknowledgement of inappropriate behaviour in the advice
columnist’s answer, as she noted: “You would be wise to get rid of this
boy—he doesnt sound like very good news to me and could cause you
grief’.>® The reduction of assault to ‘the causing of grief” reflects the way
sexual violence was understood as a personal problem at this time, and
not necessarily as a structural issue that allowed young men to continue to
offend. In recommending getting ‘rid of this boy’, there was an assumed
level of agency bestowed upon the seventeen-year-old reader and limited
accountability for the perpetrator, as though breaking up with him would
resolve the issue in its entirety.

51 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, September 1979, 81.

52 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 47—48.

53  Teenage boys and young men were reading Dolly at this time (though to what extent is hard to
ascertain), as evidenced through them writing into Dollys advice columns. For example, see “What Should
1 Do?” Dolly, July 1971, 76; “What Should I Do?” Dolly, April 1971, 30.

54  “What Should I Do?’ Dolly, May 1979, 76.
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“If you loved me, you'd sleep with me”

Another reader was concerned about her boyfriend seeking intercourse
outside their relationship because of her unwillingness to have penetrative
sex. She wrote: ‘T am fifteen and have been going with a guy for four weeks.
He keeps asking me to have sex with him, but I'm not ready yet. He says
if I don’t he knows a girl who will’.” The advice was: ‘He’s using a form
of blackmail to make you say yes, so don't be fooled ... So tell him to
go chase a kite’.”® Although there is recognition of wrongdoing through
acknowledging manipulative tactics as ‘blackmail’, the repeated advice to
simply cease contact with the perpetrators—‘tell him to go chase a kite'—
fails to take seriously the coercive control that dominated these adolescent
relationships.

The most common question in my sample of twenty articles that referenced
consent in Dolly centred around love and sex:

A lot of sad young ladies have persuaded themselves that sexual
relationships are necessary because they fear that nobody will love
them if they don’t. Maybe they've been treated to too many ‘if you
loved me, youd sleep with me’ routines.”

This commentary from author Chantelle Gordon in a feature article on
virginity demonstrates the incongruous attitudes towards sex and individual
agency that expected young women to balance on the tightrope between
being too sexual and too frigid, assuming they had power to navigate this.
Young women were chided as ‘sad’” and ‘foolish’ if they capitulated to their
boyfriends” sexual demands, with little mention of the social and legal
frameworks—victim-blaming, barriers to reporting, and limited convictions
for sexual violence, for example—that supported men’s entitlement to their
partners’ bodies.®® These ‘if you loved me, youd sleep with me’ routines
relied on social expectations of girls’ naivety in courtship, and sometimes
physical force, to coerce young women into sex.

There are some particularly harrowing examples of sexual violence that are
not recognised as such by either the reader or the advice columnist. Young
women seeking advice on incidents that occurred under the influence of
alcohol or drugs received reprimands for their irresponsible behaviour:

57 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, February 1980, 85.

58 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, February 1980, 85.

59  Gordon, ‘Virginity: It Matters, Dolly, March 1971, 46-47.
60 Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 14.
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Q: My boyfriend and I went to a party, and I drank a lot of beer
and got drunk. My boyfriend took me back to my flat and put me
down on the bed and that’s all I remember. The next day I went to
my doctor. He examined me and said I was pregnant. My boyfriend
came around and said that he'd got me pregnant because he loved
me. Then, he proposed. Shall I say yes or not? — Terribly Frightened.

A: Say yes if you love him, no if you dont. But your drunkenness
had nothing to do with your pregnancy. You were already pregnant
at least a few weeks before you tossed down all that booze. Pregnancy
is impossible to detect till sometimes a month after conception.®!

This submission from “Terribly Frightened’ detailed what is now recognisable
to us as rape. She could not consent to sex under the influence of alcohol
and was not able to recall what happened because of the amount she had
consumed. Her boyfriend confessed to having sex with her while she
was unconscious but because he couched this as an act of love it was not
perceived as a sexually violent act. In fact, it was not the non-consensual
intercourse that instilled anxiety in “Terribly Frightened’; it was the prospect
of pregnancy and marriage that was more daunting. Despite the nature of
this interaction, the advice columnist still assumed a tone of rebuke for the
young woman’s inebriation and did not identify this experience as non-
consensual, instead focusing on the process of conception. By not addressing
the abusive nature of the encounter, the advice columnist reinforced the
normalisation of sexual violence in intimate relationships.

Even when sexual assault occurred with physical violence, it was still
understood to be within the accepted boundaries of a romantic relationship:

Q: My boyfriend (at least I thought he was my boyfriend) took me
out one night, and afterwards we went to a park. He asked me to
take off my clothes, but I said no. He got very violent and ripped
off my blouse and then my bra. He tried to get the rest off too, but I
stopped him. After a while, he simmered down and then he took me
back to his place and patched me up. He told me that he was sorry,
and that he loved me a lot. Until this happened, I thought I loved
him. Now, I'm not sure. What do you think? — Hurt.

A: What were you doing before he started ripping off your clothes?
Whatever it was don’t do it anymore ... and stay out of dark parks.
Otherwise, be prepared to take the consequences.®

61  “What Should I Do?” Dolly, October 1971, 69.
62 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, April 1971, 30-31.
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This example demonstrates the ubiquitous rationalisation of ‘love’ that
was often used to assuage the victim after an assault. Declaring love after
sexual violence worked to continue a cycle of abuse, particularly evident
in adolescent relationships in Dolly’s advice columns where the difference
between love and sex was represented as ambiguous. Here, ‘Hurt highlights
the physical violence she experienced at the hands of her boyfriend, yet the
advice offered not only did not attribute fault to the perpetrator but
reprimanded the victim for inviting the assault. ‘Be prepared to take the
consequences emphasises the perceived agency attributed to the victim in
these situations, as though women were always empowered to withdraw
from violent situations if they so desired.

Underage and Incestuous Incidents

The situations in which coercive sexual encounters were acknowledged
demonstrated clear violations of socially accepted boundaries, most notably
incest and significantly older men with underaged girls. Still, this did
not necessarily equate to an identification of non-consensual behaviour
or sexual violence when these incidents occurred. Rather than signifying
the criminality of incestuous assault or underage relationships, the advice
columnist would insist young women remove themselves from the situation
in a continuation of the rhetoric of empowerment. Further, advice given
would always be to discreetly let a parent know and to comment on the
inappropriateness of the incident:

Q: I'm only thirteen but desperately in love with a married man of
29. He says he’ll marry me when I'm 18. Should I wait that long?
I know I could because I love him so much. But I'm terrified in case
my parents find out about us and stop me from seeing him.

A: Thats a fear you can lose straight away by telling them about
him. And you really ought to do so — youre simply too young to
handle a situation in which an older, experienced man has absolutely
no concern for you or your future. If he cared for you in any way
hed set you free to grow up, not tie you to meaningless promises of
marriage. If you can’t see this clearly enough now to break up with
him, then perhaps you need your parents’ help to avoid a lot of
sadness later on.®

63 “What Should I Do?” Dolly, February 1980, 85.
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Although this reader was under the age of consent and was seeing a man
who was more than twice her age, the advice still centred on the inexperience
and naivety of the young woman rather than the crime being committed
by the perpetrator. The perpetrator was still not imagined as sexually
violent here, as notions of ‘love’ were involved and he was not physically
violent with the teenager. The insistence that the reader tell her parents
reveals the prevalence of concealment of sexual crimes; there was a tendency
to ‘sweep it under the rug’ and ‘keep it in the family’ when dealing with
inappropriate sexual relationships. This was particularly evident in cases of
incestuous sexual violence:

Q:Iam 17, and my sisters are 18 and 20. I also have a brother who is
15. Our parents are separated, and all four of us live with Mum. One
night, I caught my brother outside the bathroom. He was looking
in at my sister through a small hole while she was taking a shower.
He also watches us through a hole in the roof. I patched the hole, but
he broke it open. He knows that I know, but have not said anything
to him.

A: Quietly and undramatically, take your brother aside and tell him
that you know what he’s doing and youd like him to stop. If you
don’t make a big thing out of it, he’ll probably stop peering at you.
But if it continues, tell your mother.%

While the advice to inform a parent was consistent with acknowledgement
of wrongdoing, there was a tacit understanding that simply telling the
perpetrator to stop would be redress enough. Also embedded in this advice
was an implicit notion of sexual violence victims being too dramatic or
causing a fuss: the rhetoric of ‘quietly and undramatically’ and ‘don’t make
a big thing out of it’ suggests that handling this subtly was more important
than seeking justice for the voyeuristic violations of the perpetrator, or the
victims’ safety in their own home.

Victims of rape by a family member received limited useful advice, as in
the following example, which failed to acknowledge the severe nature
of the incident described:

Q: I am now 16. When I was aged six, my uncle (aged 18) had
intercourse with me. I didn’t understand about this until much later.
Now I am terrified that this may make me pregnant, even though

64 “What Should I Do?, Dolly, July 1971, 76.
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it happened a long time ago. What are the chances of this? Also,
could it cause any internal damage that will prevent me from having
children in the future? Di.

A: The incident is passed, and could not possibly make you pregnant
currently. Chances of internal damage occurring are not high, for
symptoms would have taken place at the time. If you have any
worries, go see your family doctor, and have a pelvic examination
done to make certain you are normal—which I think you will be.®®

Where coerced sex in an established intimate relationship was more difficult
to define, the example here was unquestionably a crime that was recognised
at the time. “The incident is passed’ was an indirect way to propose moving
forward through suppression of the experience, dismissing the idea of legal
repercussions for the perpetrator. This was quite common in situations of
interfamilial sexual violence before and during the 1970s, as Featherstone
notes ‘in one study on unreported rape in the 1970s it was found that incest
had the lowest reporting of all forms of rape and sexual assault’.*® Further,
these types of incestuous assaults were treated with a reluctance to prosecute
by professionals and families alike, as ‘fear over family break-up seems to
have been prioritised over care for the child’.” In dismissing this traumatic
case as one primarily of medical concern, ‘Dolly Doctor’ reinforced a culture
of silence and concealment of sexual violence within the family.

Conclusion

Reflecting common understandings of the social landscape of the 1970s,
these advice columns provided an invaluable source of information to
young women who could not access sexual knowledge in other spaces.
But experiences of sexual violence inflicted upon young women who then
sought help from Dollys advice columns were minimised while their role
as ‘sexually irresponsible’ participants was amplified. There were concrete
perceptions of rape that included physical violence and shadowy strangers,
and encounters that resided outside these bounds were not deemed as
serious or worthy of complaint in the same way. With the newfound social
freedoms of the time, adolescent relationships became a breeding ground
for coercive sexual practices that were left unchallenged in the pages of

65 ‘Dolly Doctor, Dolly, August 1975, 76.
66  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 113.
67  Featherstone, Sexual Violence in Australia, 118.
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Dolly. Lines between messy teenage experiences and sexual violence were
not clearly demarcated, and young women were often chastised for being
‘a little fool!” with their boyfriends when they were experimenting with
sex.®® Instead of a safe place to receive understanding advice, these columns
proved to be fraught with victim-blaming rhetoric and limited practical
advice for navigating relationships and addressing trauma, as was the norm
for sex advice at the time.

Where previous scholarship has examined Australian teenage magazines by
focusing on sex education, consumerism, and second-wave feminism, this
article is specifically concerned with sexual consent and discursive attempts
to define violent sexual experiences. Feminists of the 1970s largely drove the
movements for law reform around sexual violence and campaigned for more
appropriate sex education that addresses the inherent complexities involved
in navigating sexual experiences, particularly for young people. Despite this
focus, there were limited resources for teenagers navigating both sex for the
first time and continued sexual relationships with their romantic partners.
As one of the only interactional lifelines available to teens at the time, Dolly
did address issues of consent; however, views expressed within the magazine
were limited to nascent understandings of consent and often put the onus
of sexual responsibility on young women. While this language of liberation
and empowerment was useful for communicating most feminist issues to
teens—equal pay, higher education, and abortion rights campaigns, for
example—framing consent in this way positioned young women as equally
liable for men’s behaviour during sexual experiences. In this way, feminist
rhetoric used within Dolly served to both help and hinder teenage girls in
understanding sex and consent.

68  “What Should I Do?” Dolly, July 1971, 76.
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