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In the history and folklore of Australia’s 
Commonwealth Public Service, the idea of the 
‘Seven Dwarfs’ has been remarkably persistent. 
Originally a witty epithet applied to a powerful 
group of senior public servants, the term has come 
to represent the professionalisation of Australian 
government administration during the Second 
World War and post-war reconstruction era, and into 
the following two decades of expansion. This was a 
period when, for the first time, talented university 
graduates entered the public service, rose to senior 
levels, and exerted great influence over the affairs 
of the Commonwealth. With  the secure tenure 
of being permanent heads of  departments, they 
defined the age of the public service mandarin. 

This book explores the lives and influence of  the 
Seven Dwarfs and their colleagues, bringing 
together the leading researchers on post-war 
Australian administration. Featuring four thematic 
chapters and ten biographical portraits, it offers 
a fascinating insight into the workings of the 
Commonwealth Public Service during a critical 
period in its history.

Samuel Furphy is a research fellow in the National 
Centre of Biography at The Australian National 
University, where he has worked as a research 
editor for the Australian Dictionary of Biography 
since 2010. His most recent book is Edward M. Curr 
and the Tide of History (ANU E Press, 2013), 
based on his doctoral research at the University 
of Melbourne. He is currently the recipient of 
an Australian Research Council early career 
research award.

This is a splendid collection of essays about 
the senior leaders of the Australian Public 
Service (with a valuable chapter also on New 
Zealand) in the important transition period 
from the late 1930s to the early 1950s. 
The Seven Dwarfs and their associates, in 
conjunction with the ministers they served, 
brought about a fundamental change in 
the public service. Understanding the 
people and events of this period remains 
invaluable for analysing the operations of 
the contemporary Australian Public Service. 

– RFI Smith, Adjunct Professor, School of 
Management, RMIT University, and former 
state public servant
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