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SOURCE: National Archives of Australia 

(1961). Personalities - Mr B A Santamaria, BA, President 

of the National Civic Council. [Image] A1200. Canberra. 

 

B.A Santamaria was a powerful man in the true sense of the word. Love or 

loathe him, his influence on the political and religious landscape of post-war 

Australia shouldn’t be underestimated. With a career spanning 58 years, his 

influence still can be felt today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the Movement, he shaped post-war Australian politics. 
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“Mr Santamaria did not sit in an Australia parliament. He had no need for one.” Geoffrey 

Blainey,a historian, in his book “ A Short History of Australia. “ 

 

 

This quotation embodies Bartholomew Augustine (B.A) Santamaria’s pervading power as a 

political influencer, activist, broadcaster and journalist in 20th Century Australia. Born in 

August 1915, B.A Santamaria wielded astonishing political influence over a succession of 

Australian Prime Ministers and senior cabinet ministers despite never being elected to 

Parliament. A fervent Roman Catholic, at the tender age of 20 years, B.A. co-founded The 

Catholic Worker newspaper, a publication vehemently opposed to both communism and 

capitalism. 1As founding editor, he wrote most of the early editions.  Within five years, B.A 

founded The Catholic Social Studies Movement (‘The Movement’), a group which recruited 

Catholic activists to infiltrate Australia’s trade unions in a bid to stem the increasing influence 

of Communist ideology within the Trade Union Movement and Australian Labour Party (ALP). 

The sway this ‘large, secret and largely Catholic organisation” held throughout 1940’s and 

1950’s Australia, essentially extinguished communist influence within the Trade Union 

Movement and ALP, eventually culminating in a split in the Labour Party with the formation 

of the Democratic Labour Party (DLP). Santamaria’s articles in popular broadsheet, The 

Australian, and current affairs magazine, News Weekly, were often cited by politicians. As a 

broadcaster, he utilised his show “Point of View” to unashamedly promote his personal 

viewpoint each night for 28 years. B. A.’s influence endures today amongst conservative 

politicians like Former Prime Minister, Tony Abbott. 

Bartholomew Augustine Santamaria was born in Melbourne on 14 August 1915, the first child 

of Joseph and Maria Santamaria. 2  His parents, Giuseppe and Maria, migrated from the 

Aeolian Islands (Sicily), married in 1914, and opened a fruit shop in Sydney Road, Brunswick, 

where B.A. often worked. He studied at the University of Melbourne, completing a BA 

Honours Degree in History and Political Science in 1934.3 At university,  Santamaria joined 

‘The Campion’, a group of graduates and students who gathered to “discuss Catholic 

Teachings on problems that affected them to better inform themselves and to keep  in touch 

 
1 Blainey, G. (2003). A shorter history of Australia. 
2 Henderson, G. (2015). Santamaria: A most unusual man. 2nd ed 
3 Bob Santamaria Documentary. (2015). [DVD] Directed by H. Fitzsimmons. Lateline. 
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with advanced Catholic thought.”4 As a young Campion, in 1936, B.A. became founding editor 

of its magazine, The Catholic Worker. When Australia’s Catholic Bishops established the 

Australia National Secretariat of Catholic Action (ANSCA) in 1937, fellow Campion, Frank 

Maher, was appointed director and Santamaria his assistant. Under the aegis of Catholic 

Action, they formed several constituent bodies, including: The National Catholic Rural 

Movement; The Young Christian Workers; The National Catholic Girls’ Movement, and The 

League of St Thomas More.  

Through Catholic Action, B.A. influenced Australian Catholics en-masse, reminding them of 

their obligations to the Catholic Church through “special articles in the Catholic press.” 5The 

Justice Now Article he authored in 1941, dealt with social problems such as housing, “housing 

plans which would consider masses of flats as suitable homes for workers’ are “an abomination” 

and increases in the “family wage”. Santamaria’s social statements gained traction with 

politicians like Federal Labour MP for Melbourne, Arthur Calwell. SOURCE 1 Labour 

opposition leader, John Curtin, wrote to Santamaria on 25 May 1941 that the principles set out 

in his statements provided “an excellent basis for discussion for a better social order... and can 

be seen to be referred to by myself in policy speeches.” Santamaria’s social statements 

catapulted him into a position of power within the Catholic Church.6 Indeed, 10 of the 12 Social 

Statements released by the church between 1941 and 1953 were drafted by Santamaria. 

Consequently, Santamaria was effectively writing statements for the Catholic hierarchy on 

political and social issues. His influence was so great that Gerard Henderson, author of 

“Santamaria: A Most Unusual Man” believed “it was difficult to disentangle Santamaria’s 

views from those of Catholic Hierarchy during the 1940s and 1950s.”  Henderson believed that 

no other member of the laity in Australia, man or woman, had ever enjoyed such access to the 

Catholic Church. 7 

 

Santamaria exercised most power however, and is best known, as creator of The Movement. 

Formed in 1941 as a loose Melbourne network, The Movement aimed to quash Communist 

 
4 State Library of Victoria (1967). BA Santamaria , Campion and Catholic Action. [Letters , documents and speeches] 2. 
Victoria. 
5 Moran, B. (1998). B. A. Santamaria (1915–1998). Policy, Organisation and Society, 15(1), pp.186-191. 
6 State Library of Victoria (1967). BA Santamaria , Campion and Catholic Action. [Letters , documents and speeches] 2. 

Victoria. 
7 Henderson, G. (2015). Santamaria: A most unusual man. 2nd ed 
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influence within the Australian Trade Union movement. In a speech in 1943, Santamaria 

renounced Communism as “A menace to religion and liberty that must be fought.” He 

considered that “practically all the prominent unions were in the hands of the communist 

party… with 250,000 Australian workers at the absolute disposal of the communist party.” 

SOURCE 2 The Movement became a powerful force within the union movement as a struggle 

played out between communist influencers and “Industrial Groups” which were linked with 

the Catholic movement. In a 1971 Issue of Australia Quarterly, it said “The Movement 

provided the indispensable logistic support” that made it possible for the anti-communist 

Industrial Groups leaders “to fight Federal Union Elections”.8 Another article from October 

1954, names Santamaria as the “brain that has built up as powerful a political machine as 

Australia has seen”. Through the fierce “individual” (i.e. B.A. Santamaria) it has reached the 

ears of some of the most powerful men in Australia.” SOURCE 3 Santamaria’s innate ability 

to organise and lead boosted membership of The Movement to 6000 by 1950. Santamaria was 

the general marshalling his foot soldiers.  

 

The power of this secret organisation permeated the Catholic Church, Federal Politics and even 

the Australia Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO). By running The Movement, 

Santamaria was essentially running Catholic Action. As liaison officer of The Movement, B.A.  

was required to report to the inaugural Episcopal Committee of Catholic Social Studies 

Movement. In fact, it never met. As liaison officer, Santamaria was solely responsible for its 

relationship with the hierarchy. But, in Daniel Mannix: The Quality of Leadership, Santamaria 

maintained that the Melbourne Archbishop was never concerned and “left it entirely to the 

initiative of those who were actively engaged in affairs to determine how and when they would 

consult him.” 9Doubtless, in the late 1940s and 1950s Santamaria was controlling both Catholic 

Action and The Movement. Moreover, he, and usually he alone, reported to Archbishop Mannix, 

initially weekly, then bi-weekly and on an occasion, three times a week, underscoring their 

close friendship. 10 

 

Between 1946 and 1954, Santamaria widened The Movement’s mandate to pursue Communism 

“wherever it appeared”, promoting expansion of the group’s activities both within the ALP and 

 
8 Mount, F. (2012). Wrestling with Asia. Ballan, Vic.: Connor Court Pub. 
9 Santamaria, B. (1989). Daniel Mannix, the quality of leadership. Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press. 
10 Morgan, P. (2008). Running The Show. 4th ed. Victoria, pp.12-78. 
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further afield in Asia. Memorandum on the Movement around 1949 sites one of its aims as 

extending “the fight from the trade unions into every organ of public and civic life- political 

parties..” In a private letter to  Archbishop Mannix in 1952, Santamaria suggests that now “ the 

possibilities of the Catholic Social Studies Movement are far wider than those of the  battle 

against communism… within a period be able to completely transform the leadership of the 

Labour movement, and to introduce into Federal and State spheres… Christian Social 

Programmes.” 11The extent of Santamaria’s influence is clear.  

 

Additionally, The Movement also assisted ASIO by providing information on Communist 

influences within the trade union movement. Australia’s National Archives contain documents 

outlining communications between The Movement (referred to as Catholic Action) and ASIO. 

Correspondence between a Senior officer and another person asking them to “infiltrate the 

Communist Party” and evidence of a Catholic Action representative being visited by ASIO in 

1949 with a request to supply information to ASIO are compelling evidence of a link. 

SOURCE 4 Indeed, ASIO reports paying “a sum of money at regular intervals.” SOURCE 5 

Santamaria and The Movement’s power seemed to grow exponentially.  

 

However, Santamaria’s power had significant repercussions for the ALP culminating in 

Federal Leader, H.V Evatt, denouncing The Movement’s activities suggesting that it “has no 

right to subvert the Labour Party in order to dedicate it solely or primarily to anti-Communist 

activities.” SOURCE 6 The resulting backlash lead to a split in the ALP. Those expelled from 

the ALP  formed a new party, The Democratic Labour Party (DLP), dedicated to opposing 

Communism and the Labour Party. The Labor Party was relegated to federal opposition for 23 

years thereafter. In 1957 the Vatican, after receiving a delegation from the Sydney bishops, 

instructed The Movement that the " ... Catholic Social Movement was to be reconstructed as an 

organisation confining itself to spiritual and moral formation. It would be subject to the 

bishops ....”12 

 

After the Labour Party Split, Santamaria was catapulted into the limelight. He forged close 

relations with many senior politicians including former Prime Minister, William McMahon. As 

Minister for Foreign Affairs, at the time (McMahon), wrote a letter (1971) telling Santamaria 

 
11 State Library of Victoria (1978). BA Santamaria and Danniel Mannix. [Letters and Documents] 11. Victoria 
12 Morgan, P. (2008). Running The Show. 4th ed. Victoria, pp.12-78. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Democratic_Labor_Party_(1955%E2%80%9378)&action=edit&redlink=1
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of important matters and “thanking (him) for Point of View, which (he) subscribed to.” He 

was “glad (BAS) let him have it because he has photocopied and sent it to the members of 

the Defence and Foreign Affairs Committee, who were delighted with it.” SOURCE 7 This 

highlights Santamaria’s popularity and influence within Australian Government. In Wrestling 

Australia by Frank Mount, he wrote that “There were times when I carried messages and 

material between Santamaria and McMahon… There was one extraordinary interaction in 

March 1972 in which the Prime Minister came with a thick black satchel in his hand walked 

up and handed it to Bob (Santamaria). It turned out that this consisted of classified 

intelligence documents on the Vietnam War.”13 

 

B.A. also influenced Gough Whitlam’s dismissal. Three months before, Santamaria sent the 

Liberal Opposition Leader a draft parliamentary speech. In the document, Santamaria 

suggested that, if by March 1976 “inflation is still well into double figures, if unemployment 

is still at its present parlous level... it is their duty to resign in favour of the Opposition.” 

Malcolm Fraser used many of the arguments from the draft speech in his addresses to 

Parliament after announcing he would block the appropriation bills in the Senate. Nonetheless, 

Malcolm Fraser even told The Western Australian in 2007 that he “often sought Santamaria’s 

counsel which he respected and that he (Santamaria) often sent him advice.”  

 

National Archives are peppered with examples of correspondence between Malcolm Fraser 

and Santamaria on Defence and related matters including Fraser sending him lists of people on 

the UNESCO Committee. In a Point of View telecast in 1963, Santamaria demanded “federal 

government take over the entire British Indian Ocean fleet of combat due to growing Russian 

naval presence off the nation’s west coast.” 14  This statement was repeated in multiple 

newspapers including in Britain. Malcolm Fraser sent B.A. a letter with documents exploring 

the implications of his proposal in relation to manpower and resources required. Although 

ultimately regarded as not “viable” these documents are testament to the power and influence 

of B.A Santamaria.SOURCE 8 

 

 
13 Mount, F. (2012). Wrestling with Asia. Ballan, Vic.: Connor Court Pub. 
14 National Archives of Australia (1971). SANTAMARIA, Bartholomew Augustine (B A) [political activist and 

journalist]. [PAPER FILES AND DOCUMENTS] NAA, M1129. Canberra 
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As a broadcaster, the influence of B.A.’s weekly Point of View show, which ran for almost 

twenty-eight years, should not be overlooked. This gave him a platform to present his views to 

a wide audience. Sam Lipski in an interview said that Santamaria could, “look at the camera 

with that piercing look and memorise what he wanted to say and say it in such flowing terms 

for close to ten minutes. I constantly though what a feat.” 15 

 

Ultimately, B.A. Santamaria was a master puppeteer. His power penetrated all aspects of 

society; political, religious, social and economic. His influence endures today through those he 

mentored like former Prime Minister, Tony Abbott.  Like Tony Abbott, Bartholomew 

Augustine Santamaria was, and will likely remain, a controversial figure in Australia history. 

Controversy aside, however, B.A Santamaria’s influence and power are unprecedented. As 

Tony Abbott said in 2007, “He had more political influence than most senior ministers, yet 

never held any public office.” 16Surprisingly, he saw himself as a “peasant born in working-

class Brunswick." B.A. Santamaria’s state funeral was attended by a Cardinal, 12 Bishops, 

Prime Minister, John Howard, former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser, the Victorian Premier, 

and 2000 mourners; quite a turnout for a greengrocer’s son!17 In 2015, on the one-hundredth 

anniversary of his birth, B.A. Santamaria was memorialised as a media legend. Deserved 

recognition for one extremely powerful human being.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 Lipski, S. (2019). Interview. 
16 Speech of B.A Santamaria ( 2007) (Speech) Tony Abbot in Victoria  
17 Mcilroy, T. (2019). Interview with B.A Santamaria's Grandson. 
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18 Advocate (1941). Social Justice for a Disordered World. [online] p.5. Available at: 
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SOURCE 4 : Declassified ASIO File pg 20 21 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

21 National Archives of Australia (1948). Catholic Action. [PAPER FILES AND DOCUMENTS] A6122. Canberra. 
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23 Queensland Times (1954). The Movement is a Danger to Labour Party. [online] p.1. Available at: 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/118437967?searchTerm=Evatt%20the%20movement&searchLimits=# 
[Accessed 30 Aug. 2019]. 
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SOURCE 7: Letter from William McMahon to BAS24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 National Archives of Australia (1970). [Personal Papers of Prime Minister McMahon] General 

correspondence 'S' [re B A Santamaria, Dr M J Simons, Minister for Social Services, B Sully, Antarctic Names 

Committee, South Vietnam, cherry production etc]. NAA, M4251. Canberra. 
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Santamaria’s Idea pg 1 of 525 
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Written for the 100th anniversary of Santamaria’s birth, the biography looks at Santamaria’s upbringing all the 
way to his death in 1998. The book looks deeply into the Movement  and whether or not it resulted in the split 
of the labour . Henderson detailed biography contains extensive primary sources and interviews.  
  
 
Mount, F. (2012). Wrestling with Asia. Ballan, Vic.: Connor Court Pub. 
 
Mount’s book serves as a memoir and attempt to make sense of major events, including the Vietnam War, the 
rise of Suharto and the invasion of East Timor, through the eyes of B.A Santamaria. Frank Mount’s book was 
the first account of the Movement and the Pacific Institute, two major organisations ran by B.A Santamaria. 
The book provides an insight into the Pacific Institute and how he set up a DLP-type catholic party in South 
Vietnam  to provide a base for President Thieu, and to help him run South Vietnam if the South won the war. 
 
Moran, B. (1998). B. A. Santamaria (1915–1998). Policy, Organisation and Society, 15(1), pp.186-191. 
 
The journal article looks at the power of Santamaria within the catholic church and his close relationship with 
Archbishop Mannix. The journal provides a glimpse into the religious agenda behind the Movement and the 
repercussions the Split had for the Church. The journal also offers useful primary sources.  
 
Morgan, P. (2008). Running The Show. 4th ed. Victoria, pp.12-78. 
This book brings together a selection of documents written by B.A Santamaria and throw light on crucial 
episodes in his career for example his trip to the Vatican.  The  hundred documents reveal new angles on his 
strategies, and which throw light on the general principles which informed his various activities. They highlight 
his affiliations with politicians and other important people in Australia society.  
 
 

Speeches 

 
From Inquisition to Freedom, (2001). [TV programme] Australian Broadcasting Corporation. 
 
The radio interview between Bruce Duncan, author of the recent book “Crusade or Conspiracy”,   
and Father Paul Collins gives a view into the influence of B.A Santamaria in Australian political  and 
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religious spheres today. The radio interview also provides an insight into B.A Santamaria’s 
upbringing, as a child of Italian migrants, and his devotion to Catholicism.  
 
Speech of B.A Santamaria ( 2007) (Speech) Tony Abbot in Victoria  
This speech highlights the political influence Santamaria had in Abbott’s life. In the speech Abbott, 
talks about his first encounter with Santamaria and how, in many ways ,he was his first mentor.  
 

Documentaries 
Bob Santamaria Documentary. (2015). [DVD] Directed by H. Fitzsimmons. Lateline. 
This feature on Lateline highlights the power Santamaria had within the Australian Parliament, 
having close relationships with Malcolm Fraser and William McMahon. The use of archival footage, 
and an interview with Gerard Henderson, Author of “Santamaria: A Most Unusual Man” made it a 
useful source.  
 
The Power of Bob Santamaria, (2019). [TV programme] ABC. 
 
The conversation between Michael Hogan and Bruce Duncan looks at the power of religion in 
politics, with particular reference to the Movement. The program provides an insight into the 
political power of Santamaria whilst in the Movement and what he may have been like if Labour 
Party never split. 
 

Websites 

 
Newsweekly.com.au. (2008). SPECIAL FEATURE: B.A. Santamaria, strategist and prophet. [online] 
Available at: http://newsweekly.com.au/article.php?id=3327 [Accessed 30 Aug. 2019]. 
 
This article written by Cardinal George Pell, gives a summary of the long career of B.A Santamaria, 
going into detail about the power of the Movement in ALP and the subsequent split. The article 
provides an insight into the Catholic fear of Communism during the 1940s and 50s and the 
mechanisations of the Movement which help to bring down this opposing force. However, the 
article is bias. Being one B.A Santamaria closest friends, the Cardinal, portrays him an extremely 
positive light, whilst also attacking Communism 
 
Rodan, P. (2012). How the Show went on | Inside Story. [online] Inside Story. Available at: 
https://insidestory.org.au/how-the-show-went-on/ [Accessed 30 Aug. 2019]. 
 
The article looks at the link between ASIO and the Movement. Using archival material ( declassified 
ASIO file) the article,  illustrates the importance of the Movement in ASIO for providing information 
on the  Communist Party It also makes reference to connections with Movement controlled unions 
and US controlled unions body with the CIA  and CIA money. However, this claim are not further 
developed or researched and thus haven’t been included in my essay. 
 
Club, M. (2018). B. A. (Bob) Santamaria. [online] MPC - Hall Of Fame. Available at: 
https://halloffame.melbournepressclub.com/article/b--a---bob--santamaria [Accessed 30 Aug. 
2019]. 
 
 
This article maps out his career from the Catholic Action  in 1937 to his popular tv show Point of 
View. The website provided an unbiased recount of Santamaria’s life and also provided other 
primary sources including videos of Santamaria and quotes from his followers.  
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Thomsen, S. (2010). If The PM's Attacks On The ABC Sound Familiar, Perhaps It's Because His Mentor, 
BA Santamaria, Said It All 29 Years Ago. [online] Business Insider Australia. Available at: 
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/if-the-pms-attacks-on-the-abc-sound-familiar-perhaps-its-
because-his-mentor-ba-santamaria-said-it-all-29-years-ago-2014-
1?fbclid=IwAR0xB9v6Nb9qry5YW1tM0py7pNLUb-5OHhVIDvevROZ3n7bck3ptSvHPMow [Accessed 
30 Aug. 2019]. 
 
 
This article correlates the views of Former Prime Minister Tony Abbott and B.A Santamaria. The 
article corresponds B.A Santamaria’s condemnation of ABC with Tony Abbott’s attack on SBS and 
ABC. The article is useful in showing the influence B.A Santamaria has had on today’s leading 
businessman and politicians.  
 
 
 

 

 


