
183

Australia’s Great Depression: 
How a Nation Shattered by the 
Great War Survived the Worst 
Economic Crisis It Has Ever Faced, 
by Joan Beaumont
(Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2022), 576 pp

Joshua Black
The Australian National University

Stories of the Great Depression, including histories, are inherently political, 
laden with judgements about the nature of capitalism and the relationship 
between individuals and state. When Melbourne-based historian David Potts 
attempted to question the ‘myth’ of the Great Depression—a hegemonic 
narrative of social tragedy that ‘reinforces ideals of industriousness and of 
an individual’s happiness as stemming from material security and increasing 
affluence’—he found that some reviewers were ‘not chuffed at all’.1 But 
Potts maintained, in the face of criticism, that the Great Depression was 
‘full of complexities’.2

Joan Beaumont’s latest book Australia’s Great Depression, the second of a 
projected trilogy with the two world wars at either end, suggests that there 
is merit in Potts’s approach, not least because it leads to the conclusion that 
‘there was no one Depression experience’ (219). In 460 pages of magisterial 
prose, Beaumont is careful to illustrate an almost giddying panoply of 
human experience. Her register moves deftly between misery and cheer, 
destitution and triumph, selfishness and solidarity. As in previous works, 
she mostly sits above the narrative, adopting the guise of an omniscient but 
hardly un-empathetic narrator.

1	  David Potts, The Myth of the Great Depression (Melbourne: Scribe, 2009 [2006]), vii, 4.
2	  Ibid., viii.
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Beaumont skilfully weaves the many distinct but intersecting strands of a 
monumental crisis together. The legacy of World War I, the Bruce–Page 
government’s quest for ‘men, money and markets’ in the 1920s, and the 
heady mix of industrial unrest and financial imbalance are all thoroughly 
examined. The spectacular, quickfire rise and fall of the Scullin government 
is given ample coverage, but without dominating the text. At each turn, 
it is the unemployed man and the domestically overextended but seemingly 
inexhaustible woman who give this book its lifeblood. Beaumont is a master 
of synecdoche, allowing the smallest parts to cast the whole into stark relief.

Masterful, too, is her command of spatial scale. With ease she transports the 
reader from the posh Savoy Hotel in London to the Kuitpo mission for the 
unemployed seventy kilometres north of Adelaide, and from an Imperial 
Conference in Ottawa to the Cairns Agricultural Show. Beaumont’s is a 
largely national history, and unashamedly so, but the local does not become 
parochial, and the story is not without a keen eye for important imperial 
and global factors.

The financial narrative has been particularly well integrated in Beaumont’s 
wider account. Materials from the Bank of England archives shed light on the 
acute scepticism with which British monetary officials regarded Australia’s 
capacity to honour its financial obligations, and those same materials have 
allowed Beaumont to capture the ‘chill’ of Scullin’s attempted negotiations 
with those officials at the aforementioned Savoy Hotel (174).

Implicitly, this work operates at the intersection between two relatively 
novel and highly energised fields of contemporary historical inquiry. The 
first, unsurprisingly, is the ‘New History of Capitalism’ that has recently 
recaptured significant attention in the Australian history profession. That 
initiative draws attention not only to the abstract market forces that shaped 
and often constrained human experience, but also to the ‘knotty questions’ 
that arise when ‘structures of race, gender and environment’, among others, 
are added to the picture.3 Beaumont has confronted those knotty questions; 
hers is a history that seeks to explain the differential impacts of the Depression 
on men, women, Aboriginal Australians, newly arrived migrants, those 
whose homes were repossessed, those for whom charity work became all-
consuming and those whose radical politics were deemed threatening to 
the prevailing capitalist behemoth at its moment of prospective weakness. 

3	  Hannah Forsyth and Sophie Loy-Wilson, ‘Introduction: Political Implications for the New History 
of Capitalism’, Labour History, no. 121 (2021): 3, doi.org/10.3828/jlh.2021.15.

http://doi.org/10.3828/jlh.2021.15
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I accept Marilyn Lake’s critique that there was room for wider discussion of 
the politics of feminist and Aboriginal resistance, but to focus on the theme 
of survival does not, ipso facto, render this a ‘deeply conservative history’.4

In fact, much of the power of this book is drawn from its overt interest in the 
history of human emotions. It is not only national solvency and the fortunes 
of the breadwinner that are at stake in this history, for claims to national 
honour, personal integrity and emotionally charged appeals to justice are 
paramount on each page. Returned soldiers claimed exemption from the 
privations of national belt-tightening ‘by invoking once more the gratitude 
of the nation’ for their service (22). When Joe Lyons launched his campaign 
for voluntary conversion of interest on government bonds, it was the ‘bond 
of honour’, the national ‘fighting spirit’, to which he appealed (176–7). 
For those protesting against deprivation and eviction, feelings of ‘anger’ 
could be ‘infinitely sustaining’ (251). Events such as the bodyline bowling 
dispute of 1932–33 were emotionally fraught, Beaumont suggests, because 
the ‘mix of unemployment and imperial mistrust’ made them so (426). 
And, throughout, those Victorian middle-class values of ‘stoic endurance’ 
and emotional ‘self-discipline’ remained, even as they were buffeted by the 
greatest economic crisis in the history of capitalism.

Though careful to avoid Potts’s notion of the Depression as ‘myth’, 
Beaumont similarly offers a picture of stoicism and resilience that tempers 
monolithic imaginings of the crisis. Potts suggested that the Depression 
helped to generate ‘closeness’ among newly impoverished families: ‘Poor 
relationships, it sometimes made worse; and the good ones it usually 
made better’.5 In  Beaumont’s account, the emotional and the material 
were mutually reinforcing. Families with strong emotional ties and a 
higher baseline of material resources on which to draw (‘larger homes and 
backyards’) enjoyed a ‘considerable advantage’ in reorienting their lives 
and overcoming adversity (458).

And, in the end, despite our ninety-year distance from events, it is that 
kind of storytelling that in some ways makes this a history of and for our 
own times.  Writing chapters during Melbourne’s lockdowns, Beaumont 
was struck  by the ongoing ‘power of local identification’ with state 
communities (7). The same state jurisdictional borders, and the social 

4	  Marilyn Lake, ‘Plenty of Resilience, but Little Resistance in a New Account of Australia’s Great 
Depression’, Conversation, 4 May 2022, theconversation.com/plenty-of-resilience-but-little-resistance-
in-a-new-account-of-australias-great-depression-178417.
5	  Potts, Myth of the Great Depression, 171.

http://theconversation.com/plenty-of-resilience-but-little-resistance-in-a-new-account-of-australias-great-depression-178417
http://theconversation.com/plenty-of-resilience-but-little-resistance-in-a-new-account-of-australias-great-depression-178417
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and cultural variations across them, are critical in her account of the 
Depression. Social networks and emotional communities, another central 
feature of her narrative, were reaffirmed in our own pandemic experiences, 
even if ‘mediated’ by the use of ‘digital technologies’ (8). Australia’s Great 
Depression is a timely reminder that resilience in the face of global crises 
requires strong emotional communities as much as it requires agile and 
adroit economic policymaking.
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