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Was Curtin the best prime minister? 
Dr John Hirst 

My plan was to reassess the record of John Curtin as prime minister. My essay ‘Was 
Curtin the best prime minister?’ will be published in a book of my essays entitled Looking 
for Australia (Black Ink) in August 2010. 

I found the library of the Australian Prime Ministers Centre an excellent place in which to 
work.  As other libraries remove material from open access, it was a delight to have all the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates to hand. You can walk easily from Old Parliament 
House to the National Archives and the National Library. The highpoint of my research 
was reading in the Menzies’ papers in National Library the speech he gave on his return to 
Australia in 1941 where he made (before Curtin) a ‘turn to America’ appeal. In the Archives 
I read with amazement the draconian measures Curtin proposed to impose on social and 
economic life, all of which were rejected by his cabinet. 

In querying whether Curtin should be given pride of place as best prime minister I had to 
decide which prime minister deserves the honour. I declared that there were no great 
Australian prime ministers, but there has been one great prime-ministership, the 
partnership between Bob Hawke and Paul Keating. Their achievement of freeing up the 
economy from government control and ownership was no ordinary ‘achievement’ because 
it reversed settled national policy of eighty years and was contrary to the ideology of the 
party they led. It was truly an amazing piece of statecraft; they simultaneously secured the 
economic future of the country and destroyed their party as a critic of capitalism. 

My conclusion on Curtin’s record was that there has never been such an awkward and 
contrived prime ministership. The pacifist war leader burdened with guilt that finally 
unbalanced him. The socialist who was discovering that socialism was not possible. The 
ideas man who had to abandon or suppress nearly all his past positions.  

Of course contrivance is a regular part of politics, but Curtin’s spirit was antipathetic to his 
core responsibility of governing Australia in a world war. As he said ‘I was not trained to be 
a war lord. Yet fate pushed on to me at least the appearance of being one’.  He could do 
the big performances –‘the man of peace putting on the vestments of the warrior chief’— 
and he adjusted himself and his party to do the job which turned out not to be that 
demanding: he had to provide stable government for this base of American operations. But 
adjustment to events is different from understanding and commanding them. The war as a 
world war was beyond him; he put no Australian mark on it. Had the danger to Australia 
been greater, Curtin’s poor standing in London and Washington may have handicapped 
Australia’s defence. His isolationism has too often been called statesmanship by simple-
minded patriots. He abdicated responsibility over where Australians fought to his generals. 
Even in command of the home front, where he operated more effectively, he was at odds 
with the people he had to lead and had to be saved by his cabinet from turning austerity 
into tyranny.   

In calling for a reassessment of Curtin I have inevitably highlighted his short-comings and 
limitations. But the picture I have presented is true to the character that his intimates knew: 
commanding on the platform and in parliament, conciliatory within the party, but otherwise 
frequently moody, withdrawn, anxious and self-doubting. Chifley, his mainstay in the 
cabinet, was so different: calm, well grounded, not disturbed by criticism, but without the 
passion that Curtin could bring to public performances.   
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Though I cannot rate Curtin a great prime minister, I can well understand the admiration 
for him. The more unsuited and wayward he is found to be, the more the admiration for 
him grows for managing as well as he did in very difficult circumstances. He provided the 
nation with stable government when no-one else could and from the unpromising materials 
that the Labor Party then afforded. I myself would not want to downgrade him far in the 
ranking of prime ministers. But admiration for overcoming incapacity cannot be the basis 
for a claim to greatness. 

Egalitarian Australians loved Curtin for his personal qualities which Geoff Serle lists as 
‘unassuming dignity, simplicity, sincerity, straightforwardness, absence of vanity, and 
refusal of any privilege’, so unusual in a politician. But these too should not be mistaken for 
greatness. Hawke and Keating were not nearly as nice. 

John Hirst is a historian from La Trobe University. His most recent books are Sense and 
Nonsense in Australian History, The Australians: insiders and outsiders on the national 
character, and The Shortest History of Europe (all published by Black Ink). 
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