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A Concise History of Australia

Fifth Edition

Stuart Macintyre, one of Australia’s most highly regarded historians,
revisits A Concise History of Australia to provoke readers to reconsider
Australia’s past and its relationship to the present. Integrating new scholar-
ship with the historical record, the fifth edition of A Concise History of
Australia brings together the long narrative of Australia’s First Nations’
peoples; the arrival of Europeans and the era of colonies, convicts, gold and
free settlers; the foundation of a nation state; and the social, cultural,
political and economic developments that created a modern Australia.
As we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century, Macintyre’s

Australia remains one of achievements and failures. So too the future
possibilities are deeply rooted in the country’s past endeavours. A Concise
History of Australia is an invitation to examine this past.

Stuart Macintyre is an Emeritus Laureate Professor of the University of
Melbourne. He served as president of the Australian Historical Association
and the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia, and is currently chair
of the Heritage Council of Victoria and president of the Australian Society
for the Study of Labour History. Among the forty books he has written or
edited are The Oxford History of Australia, Volume 4 (1986), The History
Wars (2003), Australia’s Boldest Experiment: War and Reconstruction in
the 1940s (2015) and the Cambridge History of Australia (2013) with
Alison Bashford.
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CAMBRIDGE CONCISE HISTORIES

This is a series of illustrated ‘concise histories’ of selected individual coun-

tries, intended both as university and college textbooks and as general

historical introductions for general readers, travellers and members of the

business community.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at: www.cambridge.org/

concisehistories

Cambridge University Press acknowledges the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the
traditional owners of Country throughout Australia.

Cambridge University Press acknowledges the Māori people as tangata whenua of Aotearoa New
Zealand.

We pay our respects to the First Nation Elders of Australia and New Zealand, past, present and
emerging.
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a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
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Reproduction and communication for educational purposes

The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10% of the pages

of this work, whichever is the greater, to be reproduced and/or communicated by any educational

institution for its educational purposes provided that the educational institution (or the body that

administers it) has given a remuneration notice to Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) under the Act.

For details of the CAL licence for educational institutions contact:

Copyright Agency Limited

Level 12, 66 Goulburn Street

Sydney NSW 2000

Telephone: (02) 9394 7600
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Reproduction and communication for other purposes

Except as permitted under the Act (for example a fair dealing for the purposes of study, research, criticism

or review) no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, communicated or

transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. All inquiries should be made

to the publisher at the address above.

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this 

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 

remain, accurate or appropriate. 

Please be aware that this publication may contain several variations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander terms and spellings; no disrespect is intended. Please note that the terms ‘Indigenous Australians’

and ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ may be used interchangeably in this publication.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are respectfully advised that images of deceased persons

appear in this book and may cause distress.
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For my daughters Mary and Jessie, their partners Phi and Aaron,

and their children Xuan, Tai, Rory and Hamish.
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This book is part of a series of national histories published for an

international readership, and successive editions have been trans-

lated into a number of foreign languages. The opportunity to

explain Australia and its history to non-Australians was compelling,

though when the book first appeared I became aware of the con-

trasting expectations of readers. The Australian reader looks for

familiar events and actors for both orientation and reassurance that

this is indeed an account of their past. The overseas reader, on the

other hand, has little familiarity with such local lore, and a narrative

composed of it is unlikely to assist those who do not hold any prior

knowledge. In subsequent revisions I have therefore provided more

of these signposts while endeavouring to paint a broad-brush pic-

ture in which the detail is subordinated to the distinctive features.

In keeping with the design of the series, I also dispensed originally

with textual references and indicated the sources of quotations at the

end of the volume. As the list of such sources grew in subsequent

editions, it became more difficult for the reader to identify the

relevant citation, so in this edition I have keyed it to the text with a

pertinent phrase. Full documentation of the literature on which

I have drawn would burden what is, by its nature, an overview;

I have therefore restricted the references to the sources of quotations

and some works that elucidate specific points of interest.

A similar quandary arises from the different uses of this book.

Those using it as a textbook to teach Australian history expect it to

encompass the principal fields of research, while other readers who

www.cambridge.org/9781108728485
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-72848-5 — A Concise History of Australia
Stuart Macintyre
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

feel strongly about particular causes take the amount of attention

given to them as an index of sympathies. Such weighing of propor-

tions is inevitable, and I am aware that my emphases are indeed

indicative of my own understanding and inclinations. The purpose,

however, is to provide a narrative that explains why its component

parts have a place in the national story and how they continue to

generate discussion. I have tried to set Australian history in the context

of global and regional history and to draw out comparisons with

other parts of the world. This approach is intended to serve the

overseas reader who perhaps has a mental image of the Australian

landscape, its flora and fauna, but is dependent on a media coverage

that sheds little light on the patterns of national life. I also have in

mind the visitor who encounters the local practices but finds their logic

difficult to follow. I hope the book assists these readers to understand

what they see and hear by providing an account of how it came to be.

My predecessor as professor of history at the University of Mel-

bourne wrote 100 years ago in his Short History of Australia that

‘historical events, like mountain ranges, can best be surveyed as a

whole by an observer who is placed at a good distance from them’.

In preparing this edition I have taken the opportunity to look again

at events that have now receded from the foreground and bring

greater clarity into the account of contemporary developments.

A concise history is necessarily dependent on a very large body of

historical scholarship, and in earlier editions I acknowledged the

assistance of many friends and colleagues. I have now accumulated

so many layers of guidance that it would be invidious to attempt to

list all my obligations. As before, I have learned from those I have

taught here and overseas, as well as the postgraduates with whom

I work, not least for sharing the questions that exercise them and the

approaches to Australian history that catch their imagination.

I dedicated the first edition of the book to my two daughters, born

in England, raised in Australia, who too often had their father play

the pedagogue and all along were instructing him in their interests

and concerns. So too their partners and children give me additional

insights into the interplay of then and now.

Stuart Macintyre

September 2019
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