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Introduction
This series looks at Australian history from just before the time Australia 
became a nation in 1901 to the present day. Each book examines a 
different period of Australian history over the 20th century and into the 
21st century. This 111-year period has been a time of great change in 
Australian history.

Between the wars —World War I (1914–1918) 
and World War II (1939–1945)—Australia 
experienced great change. As a new country, 
it moved from boom time to depression in 
the space of 20 years. Efforts were made to 
bring greater comfort to ordinary people, but 
Australians swung from new inventions like 
refrigerators and Ford motor cars in the 1920s 
to unemployment and shanty towns for the 
homeless in the 1930s.

Even during the hard times, further nation 
building occurred and there were individuals 
who made valuable contributions to Australian 
society. Unfortunately, it also marked a 
worsening in one of the darkest pages in 
Australian history—many Indigenous peoples 
in Australia lost their children. 

 They were stolen by European society who 
thought they could raise them better than the 
children’s own parents.

About This Book
This book covers the period from just after the 
armistice and the end of World War I in 1918 
to the beginning of World War II. You can read 
about:

•	 the	social,	political	and	cultural	
developments and events that affected 
Australian life during the 1920s

•	 the	social,	political	and	cultural	
developments and events that affected 
Australian life during the 1930s

•	 the	effect	of	this	time	period	on	 
Australian life.

One of the new inventions in the 1920s that 
changed people’s lives was the motor car.

A common sight in many countries during the 
Great Depression was men looking for work.
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Timeline
1920

1925

n 1920 The Australian Country Party 
is formed. The Communist Party of 
Australia is formed. Qantas is set up.

n 1921 Edith Cowan is elected to 
parliament.

n 1922 The Empire Settlement Act 
is passed. Prime Minister William 
Hughes and the Nationalist Party are 
returned to federal government.

n 1923 William Hughes is forced to 
resign. Stanley Melbourne Bruce 
becomes prime minister of Australia 
in coalition with Earle Page and the 
Country Party. Vegemite goes on 
sale. The construction of the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge begins. The first 
radio broadcast is made.

n 1924 Compulsory voting is 
introduced in Australian elections.

n 1925 The Bruce–Page Government 
is returned to power.

n 1926 The first electric train 
service runs in Sydney. CSIRO is 
established.

n 1927 The first federal parliament 
opens in Canberra. The first ‘talkie’ 
film The Jazz Singer opens in Sydney.

n 1928 Bert Hinkler flies solo from 
England to Australia. Charles 
Kingsford Smith and Charles Ulm 
cross the Pacific Ocean. The Royal 
Flying Doctor Service begins. 
The Bruce–Page Government is 
returned to power.

n 1929 The Scullin Labor Government 
is elected. The Wall Street Crash 
occurs.

n 1930 Otto Niemeyer arrives. Phar 
Lap wins the Melbourne Cup.

n 1931 Dame Nellie Melba dies. 
Joseph Lyons resigns from the 
Scullin Government. The first 
Australian-born governor–general, 
Sir Isaac Isaacs, is appointed.  
The Premier’s Plan is announced. 
The United Australia Party is formed.

n 1932 The Sydney Harbour Bridge 
is opened. The Lang Government is 
sacked. The ABC is founded.

n 1935 Charles Kingsford Smith dies 
in an air crash.

n 1937 John Curtin is elected leader of 
the Labor Party.

n 1939 Menzies resigns from the 
Lyons Government. Lyons dies. 
Menzies becomes prime minister 
for the first time. The Court of 
Arbitration declares a 40-hour week. 
World War II breaks out.

1930

1935

After World War I, the building of a 
new Parliament House began. It was 
completed in 1927, when the Australian 
Parliament moved in. 

Sydney’s Lyceum Theatre was a 
popular cinema for ‘talkie’ films 
in the 1920s and 1930s.
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Returning Soldiers
Returning soldiers had great expectations 
when they returned from war. They hoped 
that they would come home and help to 
build Australia. As World War I ended, the 
Australian Government was planning how to 
settle war-weary soldiers back into Australian 
society. Returned servicemen were to be given 
priority over other applicants for jobs, and 
government departments attempted to fill as 
many work places as possible with soldiers. 
To settle soldiers in metropolitan areas, the 
War Service Commission built 16 000 homes. 
In the Sydney metropolitan area, the greatest 
development occurred in Sydney’s west, and 
new suburbs grew as transport linked city with 
suburbs.

The Returned Services League (RSL) became 
a political force in Australia during the 1920s, 
looking after the interests of its large active 
membership. More than 250 000 men had 
returned home from World War I, although not 
all of them joined the RSL. As a pressure 
group, the RSL pushed the Australian 
Government into policies that placed soldiers in 
jobs, in houses or on land and made sure that 
injured soldiers would get continued medical 
treatment. 

In the 1920s, the RSL also continued to warn 
against foreign dangers such as communism, 
socialism and non-British immigration, and 
urged ex-soldiers to think conservatively and 
fight against change.

Knowing the Land
Australia had been ‘riding on the sheep’s 
back’ for many years, and many Australians 
believed that wheat, wool, dairy and mineral 
resources would continue to be the growth 
areas of Australia’s economy. It was this belief 
that led the Australian Government to decide 
to put returned soldiers on the land as farmers. 
However, this became a problem as one by 
one new farmers walked off their land, unable 
to make their farms a success, despite hard 
work.

Farming in Australia was a specialised skill, 
and only through years of experience and the 
improvements of the 1920s could anyone 
hope to make a go of it. Also, many of the 
‘soldier–settlers’, as they were called, had 
been given marginal land through their 
soldier-settlement schemes. This is land that 
is workable in a steady year but not in times 
of drought or frequent flooding. Most of their 
farms failed during the Great Depression.

Life in the 1920s
Australians had varied experiences during the 1920s. There were soldiers 
who had returned from the battlefields of World War I and were trying 
to settle back into life in Australia. All around Australia, in suburbs and 
towns, more than 4000 memorials were built to remember those men 
who had made the sacrifice to volunteer for the war. At the same time, 
many women who had held down a job during the war wanted more 
independence, but there were some groups in society who wanted things 
to stay the same.

A memorial was built to 
remember the sacrifice of 
the men of Brisbane who 
fought in World War I.  
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Social Change
The 1920s were a time of music, dance, 
celebration and social interaction. Women 
who had held down a job during the war years 
had tasted independence and had enjoyed 
American fashion and music. Women’s 
hemlines were getting shorter, boyish 
hairstyles called ‘bobs’ and ‘shingles’ were in 
fashion, and men and women were swimming 
together.

But the pace of social change was too 
much for some Australians. Many women 
held conservative beliefs and had joined 
temperance societies. These women wanted 
to see a return to pre-war social behaviour, like 
the closing of pubs at 6 p.m. and on Sundays. 
This was to ensure that men went home to 
their wives and children with money in their 
pockets and time to spend with their families. 
Returning soldiers also found their wives and 
sisters had changed while they were away. 
Many of them tried to make things change 
back to the way they remembered.

The New Woman
The churches spoke each Sunday about 
immodest dancing and sin. For the 
conservatives, society was falling apart. On 
the surface, women were smoking in public, 
drinking alcohol and wearing revealing clothes. 
But, there was very little real social change 
in the 1920s. Women were still not treated 
as equals by men in the household or the 
workplace. The outward signs may have been 
rebellious, but they never threatened Australian 
society. Fewer women were domestic 
servants, because now women could become 
typists or clerks. 

The new woman was cheap labour for 
employers, costing only 54 per cent of 
the average male wage. Many Australians 
justified this because the primary role for 
women was still in the home, with only 
one in ten female workers being married. 
It was expected that when a young 
woman married she would stop work.

While new laws looked like they were 
freeing women, only the educated 
women of prosperous families benefited. 
Although women were now allowed 
access to the professions, few could 
choose a career rather than motherhood. 
Families were getting smaller, but women 
were still the major carers in the family. 
Women like Edith Cowan, who won a 
seat in the Western Australian Legislative 
Assembly in 1921, were rare. Only two 
women served their states as politicians in 
the 1920s and 1930s.

A New Look

With some of the social freedoms women 
experienced during the 1920s came 
experimentation with their appearance. 
Some women of the 1920s cut their hair 
short in the ‘Eton crop’. Dresses were 
lighter and brighter, and skirt lengths 
were shortened to knee-length. Make-up 
like lipstick found its way onto women’s 
faces. Women also smoked cigarettes, 
and expressed well-informed opinions on 
all topics of the day among men in public, 
challenging the social norm. Women were 
even going to the beach in ‘revealing’ 
bathing costumes.

During the 1920s, women 
began experimenting with 
shorter hair and dresses.

Edith Cowan

Edith Cowan was a pioneer for the rights 
of women and was the first woman to be 
elected to an Australian parliament. Born 
in 1861, she dedicated her adult life to 
helping others and campaigning for the 
rights and welfare of women and children. 
In 1920, legislation was passed in Western 
Australia that allowed women to stand for 
parliament. At age 59, Edith Cowan stood 
as a candidate for the Legislative Assembly 
and to her great surprise, she won the 
seat of West Perth. Here she successfully 
campaigned for women to be allowed 
to enter the legal profession. She was a 
forceful and capable speaker who proved 
she could work on an equal level to the 
men in the parliament. Edith Cowan 
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