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The Faith of Australian Prime Ministers 
Professor John Warhurst 

John Warhurst is Emeritus Professor of Political Science at the Australian National 
University, after having served as Professor of Political Science in the Faculty of Arts at 
ANU from 1993-2008. One of his teaching and research interests for some time has 
been religion and politics in Australia and this background led him to embark on a 
project on ‘The Faith of Australian Prime Ministers’. He was stimulated by the attention 
given to Kevin Rudd’s religious beliefs during his term as Prime Minister. 

The project involved a study of the religious beliefs and practises of each of the 26 
Australian prime ministers up to the time the project began. It turned out to be a very 
large project indeed. Each Prime Minister has been of Christian background, though 
several rejected these beliefs in favour of agnosticism. Subsequently the general 
direction and importance of the project was confirmed by the great deal of attention 
given to the non-religious beliefs of the 27th prime minister, Julia Gillard, who came to 
office in June 2010 as this project neared completion. 

Faith was defined according to denomination, practise and membership of a 
community. Primary and secondary research, conducted with the assistance of Mr 
Brendan McCaffrie, investigated the beliefs of each prime minister to determine 
whether they were a religious believer or an agnostic/atheist, what their Christian 
denomination was, and whether they were an observant or non-observant believer. 
Following this research five categories were established into which each prime minister 
was located: observant Christian, conventional Christian, nominal Christian, nominal 
agnostic and articulate agnostic. Only a minority of prime ministers have been 
observant Christians and at least five have been agnostics. The prime ministers were 
also categorised according to their denomination. 

This project also investigated a series of additional questions relating to the impact of 
their beliefs on their political vocation, their general political beliefs, the politics of their 
era, and the policies of their governments. Faith has been important in a number of 
ways, but only rarely has it influenced the politics of their governments, despite some 
scholars suggesting this likelihood. 

Looking back from the prime ministerships of two observant Anglicans, John Howard 
and Kevin Rudd, it has been somewhat surprising to find that relatively few prime 
ministers, a minority, have been observant believers. Looking back from Julia Gillard it 
is notable that a number of her predecessors, including major ones like Billy Hughes, 
John Curtin, Gough Whitlam and Bob Hawke, have been agnostic. It has also been 
surprising that in a number of cases it has not been at all easy to ascertain the 
denominational affiliation, much less the personal beliefs and practises of a person as 
high a profile as a prime minister, presumably because it meant little to them. 

The main outcome of this research project will be a refereed paper entitled ‘The Faith 
of Australian Prime Ministers, 1901-2010’, to be presented at the Australian Political 
Studies Association annual conference, University of Melbourne, 27-29 September 
2010. The paper has been accepted for presentation and it is envisaged that a revised 
version of this paper will be submitted for publication in an academic journal. But during 
the period of research other papers has been presented and some newspaper articles 
published. They are as follows. 

 ‘The Religion of Australian Prime Ministers’, Public Seminar, Department of 
Politics and Public Policy, Flinders University, Adelaide, May 20, 2010 
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 ‘The Faith of Australian Prime Ministers in the Age of Kevin Rudd and Tony 
Abbott’, Melbourne College of Divinity, Centenary Conference, The Future of 
Religion in Australian Society, Trinity College, University of Melbourne,5-7 July, 
2010 

 ‘PMs put their Faith in Policy’, The Canberra Times, December 24 2009. 

 ‘Having Faith in Politics’, The Canberra Times, July 15, 2010 
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