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Revisiting the Republic

David Carter

(CPAS Visiting Professor/ Professor at the University of Queensland)

As a Professor of Australian Studies
working outside Australia one of the
first questions I'm always asked is
about Australia’s remaining ties to
the British monarchy. The implied
question, indeed it's often explicit,
is why isn’t Australia a republic yet?
Like Canada, New Zealand and a
small number of other former colonies,
Australia remains a constitutional
monarchy (even though the majority of
members of today’s Commonwealth
are in fact republics). Queen Elizabeth
IT is formally the Queen of Australia
as well as the Queen of Canada, New
Zealand and the United Kingdom. She
is also formally Australia’s Head of
State, her role performed in Australia
by her official representative, the
Governor-General. Governors-General,
however, have been Australians rather
than imported Englishmen since the

1930s — and we have just appointed
our first female Governor-General.

The election of a new Labor
government in November 2007 after
more than a decade of conservative rule
makes this a timely moment to return to
the question of an Australian republic,
to explain why the referendum on a
republic, held in 1999, was defeated,
and to assess the chances of a new vote
being held and being passed. Prime
Minister Kevin Rudd has described
himself as a ‘life-long republican’
and republicanism remains an explicit
part of the Australian Labor Party’s
platform. However, because of the
failure of the 1999 referendum, it is
likely that Labor will pursue a longer
rather than shorter term strategy; in my
view it is unlikely to make a move on
what is potentially a divisive issue until
it has secured a second term in office.

Arguments for an Australian
republic have a long history, dating
back to the middle of the nineteenth
century.' There were significant bursts
of republican energy in the decades
leading up to Federation in 1901, in the
1960s as the Empire dwindled during an
carlier long period of conservative rule,
in the 1970s following the dismissal by
the Governor-General of the Whitlam
Labor government, and most recently in
the 1990s, an agenda promoted by the
Hawke and especially the Keating
Labor governments.

Following the defeat of the
referendum in 1999, by which time
John Howard was Prime Minister, the
debate went quiet once more. And yet at
the national 2020 Summit held in April
2008, a high-profile gathering of one
thousand prominent Australians
organised by the new Rudd government
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as one of its first major initiatives, the
republic emerged again as a significant
issue on the reform agenda. The
‘Governance’ group at the Summit
made it their very first point,
recommending the introduction of an
Australian republic via a two-stage
process: first a plebiscite on the
principle that Australia becomes a
republic and severs its ties with the
Crown; second, a referendum on the
model of a republic after broad and
extensive consultation.” To date the
Rudd government has not committed
itself to any specific program or
timetable for reintroducing the question,
although it has expressed support for the
plebiscite-then-referendum option.

[t would be easy to interpret
the debate over the republic and
Australians’ apparent unwillingness
to dump the monarchy as evidence
that traditional ties to Britain and the
Crown remain strong in Australia.
This interpretation would have been
correct, perhaps, up until the 1970s, but
| believe it to be quite inaccurate for the
present. To put the point in its bluntest
but also perhaps most paradoxical form,
what enables the present constitutional
arrangements to continue and makes
the change to a republic difficult is the
sheer jrrelevance of the British Crown
to contemporary Australia—to its
political, diplomatic or cultural reality.

Australia is to all intents and
purposes an independent, sovereign
nation. This was the case long before
the Australia Act was passed in 1986,
eliminating the few remaining ties
between the Australian and the UK
legislatures and judiciaries. British
subjects who had not taken out
Australian citizenship were no longer
able to vote or sit in Parliament;
references to the monarchy have
been removed from almost all civil
institutions such as the Oath of
Citizenship; a system of Australian
honours replaced “imperial’ honours
back in the 1970s. (All federal members
still swear allegiance to ‘Her Majesty’,
but this is because the requirement is set

down in the constitution and can only
be changed by referendum.)

For those wishing to mobilise
public opinion in favour of a republic,
one great difficulty is that it is virtually
impossible to mount an inspiring
argument for an Australian republic
in the name of liberty, democracy or
independence. The connection to the
Crown in practice inhibits none of these,
It is much more difficult to mobilise
the population on the basis that the link
to the Crown is irrelevant or simply
obsolete! Even harder for capturing
the imagination of the public was the
argument that the change to a republic
was ‘inevitable’—a very common
argument in the 1990s. It will always
be difficult to become motivated by the
inevitable.

Further, the republican issue is one
that tends to provoke intense interest
among (some) academics, intellectuals,
lawyers, and journalists, perhaps among
the educated ‘new’ classes and those
active in party politics; in other words,
among those with an investment in the
symbolic or abstract dimensions of
sovereignty or government. But it is not
a high priority issue among the broader
population, except at those moments
when the question is directly raised.
Support for an Australian republic
will tend to rise the more the issue is
debated.

The one argument that has, in the
recent past, been able to generate some
form of popular enthusiasm has been
the “modest proposal” that an Australian
should be the Australian Head of State
—and, more controversially, that
Australians should have a say in who
our Head of State is through popular
election (currently the Governor-
General is recommended and appointed
by the Prime Minister of the day). More
on this crucial question a little later.

To understand the current situation
we need to revisit the 1990s and the
lead-up to and outcome of the
unsuccessful referendum. As ['ve
argued elsewhere, the republican
movement of the 19908 was different

from earlier manifestations in a number
of key respects:

1. Previous republican movements
had been confined to minority
intellectual or political groups.
Republicanism in the 1990s became a
topic for mainstream media—a ‘dinner
table” issue. If anything, it was the pro-
constitutional monarchy group that
seemed minoritarian.

2. For the first time one of the two
major political parties (the ALP) made
an Australian Republic an overt part of
its platform, and indeed, in government,
pushed the republican agenda.

3. Support for the change crossed
party lines. Although John Howard
was and remains a monarchist, his
deputy Peter Costello and other leading
Liberals publicly expressed their
support for a republic.

4. Perhaps most important of all,
if trickiest to understand, the debate
in the 1990s did not centre around the
question of loyalty to Britain or even
Australia’s British heritage. More on
this question too a little later.

The early 1990s saw the formation
of the Australian Republican Movement
(ARM), whose former president,
Malcolm Turnbull, is now Deputy
leader of the federal Liberal Party;
the launch of the Australians for
Constitutional Monarchy (ACM); and
the election of Paul Keating as Prime
Minister. Keating linked the republic
issue with Australia’s new identity in
the Asia-Pacific region, its economic
modernisation, and multiculturalism.
It was a key plank in his platform for a
‘new Australia’.

[n 1993 Keating appointed a
Republican Advisory Committee to
prepare a report on the options for
Australia in becoming a federal republic
with an elected Head of State; more
precisely, to report on ‘the minimum
constitutional changes necessary to
achieve a viable federal republic of
Australia while maintaining the effect
of our current conventions and
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principles of government’ (my
emphasis).” The strategy, clearly, was
to present the change in ‘conservative’
terms, as involving the least possible
change to existing arrangements for
government.

The Committee reported in late
1993, It noted that ‘The hereditary
office of the monarchy is the only
element of the Australian system of
government which is not consistent
with a republican form of government’,
In other words, Australia was already
a republic in all respects except its
remaining ties to the monarchy, which
were thus defined as inessential to state,
nation or people. The report addressed
the advantages and disadvantages of
various models for the election of a
President: appointment by the Prime
Minister, election by Parliament, or
popular election. This would prove to
be a decisive issue.

In mid-1995, Prime Minister
Keating addressed the nation outlining
his response to the report. He favoured
the model also preferred by the ARM:
that the President should be elected by
the members of the two federal houses
of parliament and require a two-thirds
majority. This was seen to be the model
demanding the least amount of change
to Australia’s system of government
and best ensuring stability and a
non-partisan, non-political President,
This option would be put to the people at
a referendum with the aim of achieving
a republic in time for Australia’s
Centenary of Federation in 2001.

This option came to be known as the
‘minimalist’ position: that we should
in the first instance focus only on the
issue of the Head of State (‘A resident
for President’); and that we should
make only the minimum changes to the
constitution necessary to enable this.
Minimalism, however, was criticised by
both ‘right’ and ‘left’. Those opposed
to the change argued that the system
had proven itself and no change was
necessary (“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix
it’); to make even the smallest change
in this direction would be to destabilise

all the settled arrangements. Many
republicans, on the other hand, argued
for direct election and/or for a much
more ambitious raft of constitutional
changes — not just a newly defined
Head of State but a newly defined,
newly democratic Australia (‘a just
republic, not just a republic’).

Of course, history would intervene.
Keating lost the election in 1996, Prime
Minister Howard, nonetheless,
commitied to honour his pre-election
promise to hold a ‘Constitutional
Convention” to determine whether there
was a clear consensus in favour of a
republic and to recommend one
particular model to be put to the people
at referendum. Half the participants to
the 1998 Convention were elected by
popular vote, producing a majority for
republicans, but with a range of
republican views represented. The
debates berween republicans rather than
those for and against a republic were the
most significant during this quite
inspiring event,”

At the core of the debate between
republicans was the division between
those who supported the minimalist
option and the parliamentary system
of election and those who supported
popular election of the President.
Interestingly, an overwhelming
majority supported the notion that the
President should have only a ceremonial
role; there was broad consensus that
Australia didn’t want a US presidential
system. In the final votes, there was a
clear majority in favour of Australia
becoming a republic: 89 for, 52 against,
with 11 abstentions: but when it came
to voting on the parliamentary model,
the numbers were much closer: 73
for (short of a majority of delegates),
57 against, and 22 abstentions. In
other words, many “direct election
republicans’ either voted against the
model or abstained. This would prove to
be a forerunner of the referendum itself.

Following the Convention, Howard
accepted that a clear consensus had
emerged and agreed to put a referendum
to the Australian people. The key

point in understanding the history is
that voters would be asked to vote yes
or no, not on the question of whether
they wanted an Australian Head of
State (which almost certainly would
have produced a positive majority)
or whether they wanted Australia to
become a republic (very possibly a
majority ‘yes’ vote), but rather on one
particular model of a republic: that
which involved the election of the
President (replacing the Queen and
Governor-General) by a two-thirds
majority of federal parliament.

In other words, the proposal
was vulnerable to attack from both
monarchist and republican camps—
indeed from all sides, from left and
right, from Indigenous Australians,
from feminists, constitutional lawyers,
radio talk-back hosts and stand-up
comedians! Monarchists, significantly
enough, did not argue very loudly for
the virtues of monarchism; they argued
instead that change was unnecessary.
Indeed, they argued that Australia was
already an independent nation, with an
Australian Head of State (the Governor-
General). This was, in fact, a nationalist
argument, whatever nostalgia for
Britain might have lain behind it.
Direct election republicans sometimes
mounted sophisticated arguments about
democratic principles, sometimes
populist arguments against ‘giving more
power to the politicians’.

If the weakness of the minimalist
position was its inability to motivate
the population and its capacity to
make voters feel ‘short changed’, the
weakness of the ‘maximalist” position
was that none of the democratic reforms
it proposed depended upon their being
a republic, except of course the election
of a President.

The double attack from right
and left made it very difficult for the
proposal to succeed. Posing further
difficulties was the mechanism of
referenda in Australia. The Australian
Constitution can only be changed by
referendum. To be passed, a referendum
must not only gain a majority of votes




over all (and voting is compulsory) but
also a majority of votes in the majority
of states. Historically this has made
it very difficult to get constitutional
changes passed (only 8 out of 44 have
been successful since 1901).

The odds, then, were stacked against
the success of the vote, and so it proved,
The referendum was defeated by 54.4%
in the popular vote, and defeated in all
states. Support was strongest in the
cities and in more middle-class or
professional areas, and seemed to cross
party lines—but so did the opposition.
The defeat occurred despite the
evidence of opinion polls at the time
that suggested that a majority of
Australians wanted an Australian Head
of State; they also wanted to vote for
him or her in their own right." In this
sense, many Australians wanted to be
more republican than the referendum
was allowing them to be!

The key point is that the referendum
was not defeated because of strong
cultural or emotional or any other
sort of ties to Britain or the British
monarchy in Australia; nor because of
any ‘unwillingness’ to be independent.
Australians voted against one particular
model for a republic which they did not
like. They did not vote for ‘retaining
ties to Britain’; some estimates suggest
that only around 10% of the ‘no” vote
came from those voting positively for
a constitutional monarchy rather than
negatively against the proposed change.

While the Royal Family is not much
more than a source of bad jokes and
scandal in Australia, there remains a
good deal of respect for Queen
Elizabeth II, and many predict that no
major reform will occur until her
passing. However this does not translate
into any particular attachment to the
institution of monarchy as such or to
cultural “Britishness’. Both were largely
ignored on al sides of the debate. Most
significant, the debate did not take the
form of a stand-off between ‘pro-
British® and “pro-nationalist’ groups (as
it had in the past)—the very idea sounds
anachronistic. Britishness was not at

issue, not because it was assumed, but
because it was irrelevant; if Australia’s
British parliamentary heritage was
mentioned, it was in the course of an
argument about the best system of
government for modern Australia not
one about traditional ties.""

In this sense we can also say that
the debate and the referendum result
do not manifest the fact that Australia
is still ‘struggling with its identity” (in
relation to Britain). As suggested at the
beginning of this essay, what enabled
the ‘no” vote to succeed was in part the
fact that the British connection was so
irrelevant to contemporary Australia
— to its government, its culture, its
everyday life — that nobody (even
republicans) needed to worry that
there was much at stake in rejecting
an unappealing republican option. The
idea that England was somehow still the
colonial oppressor and Australia needed
to cut its ties in order to be independent
just didn’t hold much traction. Keating
had always insisted that the move to
a republic implied criticism neither
of Britain nor the monarchy; it was
simply that the existing constitutional
arrangements were anachronistic,
no longer reflecting the relationship
between the two countries.

On the monarchist side, then, rather
than passionate claims about England
and the Crown, we had passionate
claims about the Australian Constitution
as an honourable document giving us
stable government; in other words,
arguments in defence of Australian
institutions. The ACM adopted the
Australian flag, not the Crown, as
their symbol. In a way the argument
was less about republicanism versus
monarchism than about who were the
better nationalists.

Both sides agreed that Australia was
already an independent, sovereign
nation; the issue was what constitutional
arrangements were best suited to
Australia’s contemporary situation and,
more directly, to ensuring that Australia
would continue to have an impartial,
non-politicised Head of State. The key
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difference was whether or not that
person had to be an Australian citizen.
No-one on the monarchist side argued
explicitly against the idea of their being
an Australian Head of State—how
could they?—only that the present
system has served us well so there was
no need to risk change. Oddly, for the
monarchists, the Queen’s very absence
from the Australian polity could be
deemed a virtue, as it guaranteed her
dignified impartiality ™

To summarise, Australians voted
against the change to a republic largely
out of dissatisfaction with the model
of a republic propesed, especially the
lack of direct election for President.
Arguments about Australia’s cultural
ties to Britain were scarcely raised
during the debate across the whole
decade. The idea of an Australian
republic no longer made much sense
as an ‘anti-British’ position and
support for a constitutional monarchy
was not expressed in terms of a pro-
British position. The arguments were
conducted in civic rather than ethnic
terms. The idea of an independent,
distinctive Australian culture and
identity did not have to be argued
for or defended against a pro-British
establishment; it was something the
majority of Australians, | suspect, just
took for granted. Indeed I suspect,
too, that some rather resented it when
republicans tried telling them that
their national identity was somehow
incomplete or imperfect.

Given this recent past, how might
the Rudd government proceed?
Carefully, no doubt. Recent opinion
polls suggest that support for a republic
has probably fallen since the 1990s, but
the issue has scarcely been a ‘live’ one.
The point about a preliminary plebiscite
or series of plebiscites 1s to generale
strong public support for the general
propositions of an Australian republic
and an Australian Head of State.
The hope is then that a referendum,
which will have to outline details of
the change, can be passed without the
divisive debates of 1998-99.




If Keating used the republican
debate in the 1990s deliberately to
divide his opponents, Rudd will try to
manage the process through consensus.
The current leader of the Liberal Party,
his deputy, and the figure waiting in the
wings to take over the leadership—all
have publicly declared their republican
sympathies. A change of British
monarch, a secure second or third term
in office for the Rudd government,
strong support from both sides of
federal politics: these conditions are
all quite likely to come into being in
the next decade, and if they do we
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might predict with some confidence a
successful referendum vote.
[nterestingly, another constitutional
issue has emerged in the last six months
as much more pressing: formal
recognition in Australia’s constitution of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders as
Australia’s indigenous peoples (a move
riding partly on the popular support for
Rudd’s formal apology to Indigenous
Australians in February 2008). Some
Aboriginal leaders have argued that a
republic would be meaningless without
such constitutional change. The
conservative side of politics has (for the
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moment) given its support to this
reform.”™ Just as the driving force of
Australian historiography has shifted
since the 1980s from the nation’s
relationship to Britain to its relationship
to its own indigenous peoples, in many
ways, constitutional recognition of
Australia’s indigenous peoples can be
seen to be of much more contemporary
significance than ‘tidying up’ the few
leftovers of the imperial relationship. Of
course, we might use one reform to
carry through the other.

Only Problem’, Australian, 8 July 1997,

" For more recent analysis see John Warhurst and
Malcolm Mackerras, eds, Consfitutional Politics:
The Republic Referendum and the Future,
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2002;
Wayne Hudson and A. J. Brown, eds,
Restructuring Australia: Regionalism,
Republicanism and Refoim of the Nation-State,
Federation Press, Sydney, 2004,

® Patricia Karvelas, ‘Give Us Our Rights:
Aboriginal Leader’, Australian, 15 April 2008;
Natasha Robinson, ‘PM Tackles “Unfinished
Business™ of Referendum’, and Samantha
Maiden, ‘Nelson Supports indigenous
Recognition in Constitution’, Australian. 24 July
2008,
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