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(Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2019), 344 pp., PB $32.99, 
ISBN 9781760631819

For such a significant political leader, Don Dunstan (1926–99, premier of South 
Australia 1967–68 and 1970–79) has waited a long time for a comprehensive and 
balanced biography.

Don Dunstan was first elected to the South Australian Parliament in March 1953 at 
the age of 27 as the Labor member for Adelaide’s inner-suburban seat of Norwood. 
He held that seat for 26 years until 1979. In honour of its most renowned past 
occupant, essentially the same seat was renamed Dunstan after a slight redistribution 
in 2014; the seat (considerably gentrified since the 1950s) is now a Liberal stronghold 
represented by the state’s Liberal premier.

As a young 1950s parliamentarian, Dunstan emerged as a prominent figure in 
Labor Party circles at both state and national levels during what turned out to be 
long periods in Opposition. When Labor at last took office in South Australia in 
March 1965, ending 32 years of Liberal and Country League (LCL) government, 
Dunstan made an immediate impact as a reforming attorney-general. He became 
Labor’s parliamentary leader, and hence premier, in June 1967 only for his party to 
return to Opposition after an election defeat in April 1968. Following a brief LCL 
interregnum with Dunstan as a vigorous Opposition leader, Dunstan returned as 
Labor premier in June 1970.

Then followed a remarkable period of government. It produced a cavalcade of 
progressive innovations across many policy domains. These domains included 
Indigenous land rights, multiculturalism, consumer protection across a range of 
products and services, modernised welfare services, urban and transportation 
planning, progressive education initiatives, electoral reform, public support for the 
creative arts, new approaches to public-sector management, liberalised liquor and 
public entertainment regulation, anti-discrimination statutes encompassing race and 
sex, and the decriminalisation of homosexuality. That many of the achievements of 
the period are now part of the policy mainstream should not obscure their radicalism 
at the time.
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Dunstan’s premiership ended sombrely. A pyjama-clad Dunstan announced to the 
press hastily summoned to his hospital in February 1979 that he was resigning from 
the office, and from parliament, due to ill health.

A small flurry of book-length expositions of the Dunstan premiership emerged 
in the years immediately following this resignation. Not least there is Dunstan’s 
autobiography published in 1981 (Felicia: The Political Memoirs of Don Dunstan).1 
It provides an insight, a little tedious in its detail, into how Dunstan wanted his 
political life and accomplishments to be interpreted. It barely mentions any aspects 
of his private life. The book’s title Felicia was the name proposed in the 1830s 
for the colony of South Australia by its Benthamite proponents; for Dunstan, it is 
a metaphor for a polity inspired by progressivist reform.

Academic analyses published at around the same time typify how most academic 
commentators have approached the subject ever since. Here, a disclosure is 
warranted. I was co-editor of and a contributor to The Dunstan Decade: Social 
Democracy at the State Level, also published in 1981.2 The Dunstan Decade provides 
analyses by 16 authors, nearly all academics, focused on the transformation of South 
Australia with which the Dunstan period is associated. The contributors aimed 
at documenting and explaining the policy development that made this possible. 
Beyond sketching out Dunstan’s overt political and policy influence as an active 
politician, The Dunstan Decade did not seek to investigate or evaluate Dunstan as 
a person. Nor did it attempt to situate his political achievements within his own life 
story. It instead offered generally sympathetic policy-focused appraisals by academic 
authors who were persuaded by the merits of the progressive agenda of the times. 
Perhaps unwisely, the book cover featured Nigel Murray-Harvey’s iconic silk-screen 
portrayal of Dunstan as the muscular superhero Captain Adelaide.

Thirty-six years later, the same cover image, and much the same kind of progressivist 
sympathy, were adopted for a 2017 Griffith Review issue themed as ‘State of Hope’.3 
Its editors explained that ‘South Australia has always demonstrated a willingness to 
challenge prevailing sentiments, experiment, boldly innovate and take a national 
lead—and as a result has produced a disproportionate number of leaders in business, 
science, the arts and public policy’.4 Such a homage to innovation in ‘the arts and 
public policy’ matches how Dunstan supporters typically characterise his period 
in government.

1  Don Dunstan, Felicia: The Political Memoirs of Don Dunstan (South Melbourne: Macmillan, 1981).
2  Andrew Parkin and Allan Patience, eds, The Dunstan Decade: Social Democracy at the State Level (Melbourne: 
Longman Cheshire, 1981). 
3  Julianne Schultz and Patrick Allington, eds., ‘State of Hope’, Griffith Review no. 55 (2017).
4  Schultz and Allington, ‘State of Hope’ online introduction, www.griffithreview.com/editions/state-of-hope/.

http://www.griffithreview.com/editions/state-of-hope/
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These sympathetic accounts can be juxtaposed against a couple of pieces of book-
length journalism published in the years immediately following Dunstan’s resignation 
from office. Both volumes are highly critical of specific aspects of Dunstan’s decision-
making and/or his demeanour.

Stewart Cockburn’s The Salisbury Affair5 focused on Dunstan’s dismissal in January 
1978 of South Australian police commissioner Harold Salisbury. For conservatives 
like Cockburn, the dismissal (effected on the grounds of Salisbury’s refusal to destroy 
certain surveillance files) was an affront. Indeed it was a ‘political assassination’.6 
A royal commission, and the clear consensus of later scholars, came down firmly on 
Dunstan’s side of this controversy.

The potentially salacious nature of some of the Special Branch files was a symbolic 
link to the nature of the other critical book. It’s Grossly Improper was penned by 
journalists Des Ryan and Mike McEwen.7 The book title provocatively appropriated 
Dunstan’s own expression of outrage at the investigation behind the book. Ryan 
and McEwen sought to expose how aspects of Dunstan’s personal life, notably a 
specific gay relationship, had allegedly led to inappropriate and potentially corrupt 
behaviour. (In an epilogue to his Felicia autobiography, Dunstan dismisses the book 
as ‘the most absurd farrago of lies [and] crazed inventions’.)8

The awkward matter of how to juxtapose Dunstan’s public achievements with the 
unorthodox private life spotlighted in It’s Grossly Improper is probably the single 
explanation for why a comprehensive biography took so long to emerge. Dino 
Hodge bravely entered this awkward territory with his Don Dunstan: Intimacy and 
Liberty published in 2014.9 Hodge’s intertwining of the Dunstan story with a parallel 
evolving history of the vulnerability of Adelaide’s gay community produces an 
interesting contribution while arguably giving insufficient emphasis to its subject’s 
broader public-policy accomplishments.

Now Angela Woollacott’s Don Dunstan: The Visionary Politician Who Changed 
Australia has proffered a new comprehensive biography. In the main, it succeeds 
admirably.

Woollacott’s Don Dunstan is essentially chronological with occasional thematic 
excursions where warranted. As a chronology, it naturally starts and ends with Dunstan 
as a private individual, being born in Fiji to expatriate Australian parents in 1926 
and dying of cancer in February 1999 soon after the demise of a financially ruinous 

5  Stewart Cockburn, The Salisbury Affair (Melbourne: Sun Books, 1979).
6  Cockburn, Salisbury Affair, 289.
7  Des Ryan and Mike McEwen, It’s Grossly Improper (Dulwich, SA: Wenan, 1979).
8  Dunstan, Felicia, 320.
9  Dino Hodge, Don Dunstan: Intimacy and Liberty (Kent Town, SA: Wakefield Press, 2014).
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restaurant venture with then-partner Steven Cheng. Woollacott’s achievement is 
managing to weave Dunstan’s intervening private story into a  portrayal of how 
it influenced his public persona and political achievements.

Woollacott does not add anything particularly new to the exposition of Dunstan’s 
political or policy impact. The standard progressive interpretation is essentially 
taken as given, though perhaps conveyed in a more enlivened way than the typical 
academic discussion. Woollacott draws, with due acknowledgment, on the familiar 
sympathetic academic sources. These sources are nicely supplemented by, though in 
no significant way contradicted by, recollections from a range of Dunstan’s former 
colleagues and associates (many of whom, with telling loyalty, had contributed these 
observations to an impressive oral history database).

Less convincingly, the book reproduces testimonials from various luminaries, most 
of them memorialising Dunstan at the time of his death. For Bob Hawke, Dunstan 
had evidently been ‘a star in the Australian political firmament’ (p. viii). Gough 
Whitlam wanted to ‘rekindle the brightness of light which seemed to shine from 
Adelaide around Australia during the Dunstan years’ (p. vii). For Mike Rann, 
a  later South Australian premier who had been Dunstan’s speechwriter, Dunstan 
was the ‘Thomas Jefferson’ of Australian politics with Whitlam as the ‘George 
Washington’ (odd analogies best regarded as peroration rather than as convincing 
history). Woollacott’s Don Dunstan would lose nothing if such declamations had 
been omitted. Perhaps the author was over-conscious of a need to demonstrate 
the national significance of a figure whom she might have feared had become 
undeservedly rendered more provincial by the passage of time.

Woollacott attributes Dunstan’s progressiveness on cultural and social justice matters 
to the influence of his formative years in colonial Fiji.10 This was where he had lived 
until the age of seven, then again from the ages of 10 to 13, and where, after an elite 
Adelaide education at St Peter’s College and the University of Adelaide Law School, 
he had returned briefly to practise law. She reveals much of interest about how, after 
heading back to Adelaide to further a legal career and then enter politics, Dunstan 
continued to interconnect with some aspects of elite Adelaide’s ‘establishment’ while 
also emerging as a challenger to many of its cultural assumptions and privileges. 
These interconnections and contradictions arguably underlay much of the persistent 
conservative hostility to Dunstan throughout, and beyond, his public career.

Woollacott succeeds in describing how Dunstan’s complicated private story 
complicated, and in the end overwhelmed, his public journey. Matters became 
more fraught for Dunstan as his personal life evolved. His first marriage had been 

10  See also Angela Woollacott, ‘Radical Roots in Fiji: The Impact of Colonialism on Don Dunstan’, Griffith Review, 
no. 55 (2017): 103–12.
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evidently professionally fortifying if not necessarily loyal. What followed, from the 
early 1970s after the cessation of this marriage, was a succession of relationships, 
detailed in the book, until his final partnership with Cheng.

The political complications arising from Dunstan’s private life were not just 
consequences of conservatives finding aspects of it distasteful. Woollacott’s narration 
confirms the deep discomfort felt by some of Dunstan’s closest colleagues and allies 
about persistently reckless elements of his private life, its overlap with his public 
duties, and about the effect of all this on his judgement. It is not conservatives 
whom Woollacott is quoting in referring to observations about Dunstan’s ‘hubris’; 
rather, these are some of his close political or professional associates.

Woollacott herself concludes that Dunstan ‘had a large ego, could be self-indulgent, 
even at times emotionally fragile, and had a highly developed sense of loyalty 
and betrayal’ (p. xi). This is counterbalanced by an appreciation of Dunstan as 
‘a politician who held consistent, passionate principles and worked tirelessly towards 
his goals’ (p. xi). 

Woollacott confirms that the health deterioration that led to Dunstan’s 1979 
resignation cannot be separated from the psychological and political impact of the 
intertwining of his private and public lives.

Dunstan’s post-premier public career is well covered by Woollacott. This included 
a period (1982–86) as director of the Victorian Tourism Commission. This 
appointment, effected under Victoria’s Cain Labor Government, turned out to be 
another troubling experience. Woollacott reveals that, during 1986, an ‘agitated 
phone call’ (p. 248) from Premier Cain pleaded with the then South Australian 
Labor Premier John Bannon to ‘offer Dunstan a position [back] in South Australia 
to get him out of Melbourne’ (p. 248).

Back in Adelaide, Dunstan became a regular columnist for the weekly Adelaide Review 
denouncing the neoliberal privatisation agenda which, by the 1990s, was shifting 
the prevailing policy landscape in directions noticeably at odds with Dunstan’s 
1970s program. He dived headlong into his (eventually ill-fated) restaurant venture. 
With an eye on his legacy, he arranged for the creation of an ongoing organisation 
that could carry on ‘my agenda’ after his death; the Don Dunstan Foundation 
(the recipient of bipartisan public funding) continues to this day.

Woollacott’s Don Dunstan relaying of this complicated but compelling story 
produces a fine record of intertwined public and private lives. As an explanation, 
interpretation and contextualisation of that record, however, I suggest that it leaves 
two themes underdeveloped.



Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

250

The first of these underdeveloped themes would situate the Dunstan premiership 
of the 1970s within the larger Australian phenomenon of the renaissance of 
state politics at that time. The Dunstan governments can justifiably claim to be 
significant contributors to the renaissance of the Australian states, but it was not 
a phenomenon confined to South Australia. Its origins and persistence have a number 
of causes and contributors. Among them is the rise to policy prominence (not least, 
paradoxically, under the national Whitlam Labor Government) of human-service 
and cultural matters, and the professionalisation of their management and delivery. 
Under Australian federalism, these are quintessentially state-level matters. There 
may be a lost opportunity here to explore Dunstan’s role in the renaissance of the 
states, an exploration that might have helped to reinforce an argument about his 
national significance.

A second underdeveloped theme is to how to understand the Dunstan story in 
relation to the familiar dilemma facing every biographer of a ‘great person’. To what 
extent is any individual, no matter how prominent, really an independent agent 
shaping history? To what extent, alternatively, is such an individual mostly a vehicle 
for larger social, cultural and political forces (in this case, inexorable forces of 
policy reform and modernisation) whose influence far outweighs the impact of any 
one person?

Don Dunstan was associated with a transformation of South Australian, and 
Australian, politics and public policy. It is to the credit of Angela Woollacott’s 
admirable biography that it also raises these larger questions.
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