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Arthur Augustus CALWELL 
Leader of the Opposition 7 March 1960 to 8 February 1967 

 

 Arthur Calwell became the 16th Leader of the Opposition after 

Herbert Vere Evatt, leader of the Australian Labor Party (ALP), 
retired from office in 1960. 

 Member of the Australian Labor Party c.1914-73, President of the 
Victorian branch 1930-31, Deputy Leader of the ALP 1951-60. 

 Member of the House of Representatives for Melbourne (Vic) 

1940-72, Minister for Information 1943-49, Minister for 

Immigration 1945-49. 

 Calwell stepped down as Leader of the Opposition on 8 February 1967. He was succeeded by 
Gough Whitlam. 

As Opposition Leader 

 Came within two seats of defeating the Menzies government at the 1961 federal election, 
winning 60 seats out of 122. 

 Was photographed as leader of the ALP with deputy leader Gough Whitlam outside the ALP 

federal Executive conference in Canberra in 1963, waiting for a policy decision on an American 

naval communications station. The photograph led to Prime Minister Menzies categorising the 

ALP as being run by ’36 faceless men’, a criticism which resulted in Calwell, Whitlam and a few 
other party members gaining a seat on the party Executive. 

 Strongly opposed the deployment of Australian servicemen to Vietnam. Calwell was a long-time 

opponent of conscription and made passionate speeches against the war in South East Asia, 
describing it as ‘a cruel, unwinnable war’. 

Political life 

 An active unionist and party activist from his earliest years, he opposed conscription during 

World War I and served on the Melbourne City Council 1939-1945, for most of that time in 
conjunction with his duties as a Member of Parliament. 

 As Minister for Information in the Curtin government 1943-45, endorsed the actions of the 

federal police in confiscating copies of the Sydney Sunday Telegraph for breaching government 

censorship rules. His vocal attacks against the press led to the caricature of him by cartoonists 
as a cockatoo, which remained for the rest of his career. 

 As Minister for Immigration in the Chifley government 1945-1949, introduced Australian 

citizenship in 1949. Also lobbied hard to change the traditional Labor stance against large-scale 

migration. He expanded Australia’s immigrant intake to include southern and eastern Europe, 

along with many Displaced Persons, often from the Baltic States. This contributed to Australia 
becoming home to the largest number of Jewish Holocaust survivors outside Israel. 

 Calwell proposed the 1948 electoral changes which dramatically increased the size of the 
Parliament and introduced proportional representation for Senate elections. 

 As deputy ALP Leader, strongly supported Evatt and the Party’s opposition to  
the dissolution of the Communist Party of Australia 



 

Personal life 

 Born 28 August 1896 in Melbourne. Died 8 July 1973 in Melbourne. 

 Son of a police officer (later superintendent). Both parents were Victorian-born with his father 

being of American-Welsh descent, and mother of Irish descent. Educated at Christian Brothers’ 

College, North Melbourne. 

 Joined the Victorian public service, becoming a clerk in the Department of Agriculture and later 
the State Treasury. 

 Married Margaret Murphy 10 September 1921. Margaret died 23 February 1922. Married 

Elizabeth Marren 29 August 1932. They had two children Mary Elizabeth and Arthur Andrew. 

 Son Arthur Andrew died of leukaemia in 1948. His son’s death deeply affected Calwell and he 
wore a black tie in mourning for the rest of his life. 

Life after politics 

 Remained as a Member of Parliament until 1972, by which time he had served 32 years in the 
House of Representatives and was the longest-serving member of the House. 

 Published his autobiography, Be just and fear not, in 1972. 

 Died less than a year after leaving politics. 

Character 

[Calwell]...was very careful of what clothes he wore. Almost invariably, he wore a lounge suit, white 

shirt and black tie. He never drove a motor car, relying always on public transport or on the 

Commonwealth car available to him...Calwell never smoked cigarettes, cigars or pipes. He drank 

alcoholic beverages in moderation, chiefly whisky...Calwell read widely and had a good knowledge of 

Australian and Irish history. He bought many books and had a large library. He liked to discuss 

historical topics...He was devoted to his wife and family. He took all his responsibilities very seriously. 
He was a good listener when he wished to be, particularly when a person was troubled. 

Kiernan, C 1978, Calwell: a personal and political biography, Thomas Nelson (Australia), West 
Melbourne, Vic 

Did you know? 

 Calwell spoke Mandarin Chinese, the first Labor leader to do so. He had good relations with the 
Chinese community despite his acceptance of his party’s longstanding White Australia Policy. 

 Calwell was the victim of the first assassination attempt on an Australian politician when on 21 

June 1966, student Peter Kocan fired a sawn-off rifle at Calwell through the window of Calwell’s 

car. The closed window deflected the bullet and Calwell sustained only minor injuries. Calwell 

later visited Kocan in a mental hospital, offered to commute his sentence and corresponded 

regularly with his would-be assassin, contributing greatly to Kocan’s rehabilitation.  

 Calwell was invested as a Papal Knight in 1964. 

 President of North Melbourne Football Club 1928-34 and a trustee of the Melbourne Cricket 

Ground 1931-73 (Chairman 1952-73)  
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