Australia s Real Republican Heritaget!

The Australian constitution, as its supporters frequently tell
us, has been highly successful in providing stability, freedom
and good governnent for over 90 years. The nost significant
reason for this success is that it was built wupon sound
republican foundations. The current republican novenent
t hreat ens those foundati ons.

These seem ngly paradoxical statenents can be explained by a
little history.

When the Australian constitution was drawn up in the 1890s,
nonarchy was the dominant form of government throughout the
world, as it had been for the whole of the Christian Era.
Modern states had been forned by centralising nonarchies which
had assuned absol ute powers. The European nonarchies, with the

notabl e exception  of the Russian Enpire, had becone
constitutional nonarchies, but constitutions had been handed
down by the nonarchs, who were still the ultimte authority and
the source of all power, which is the definition of nonarchica
gover nnent . Institutions of sel f-gover nnent , where they

exi sted, were appendages of the crown. This was the case
legally even in the United Kingdom where parlianmentary
gover nnent had been won by civil war and revolution in the 17th
century.

Republ i can governnent, that is, a system in which the whole
people are the ultimate repository of sovereignty and the
source of political power, was still in the 1890s very

T This article was solicited by a business journal, but not
publ i shed because, the editor said, the subject was no |onger
t opi cal .
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problematical and a rarity. The history of republicanism was

not encouraging. The ancient denbcracies, in which the
citizenry assenbled and personally nmade the political
deci si ons, had been short-lived and nmarked by violent

revolution and dictatorship. Ancient republics properly so
called, in which the governnent was carried on by the elected
agents of the people, had not had a happier career. The great
classical nodel of republicanism the Roman Republic, had
coll apsed when the extent of its enpire becane too great for
its primtive institutions. The nedieval and renai ssance city
states were oligarchical, unstable and unattractive. O the
nodern republics, established since the Enlightenment of the
18th century, nost had simlarly fallen to revolution and
di ctatorshi p. The nobst conspicuous exanple was France; at the
end of the 19th century the Third Republic, having recently
succeeded by war and revolution the reginme of Enperor Napol eon
11, was constantly teetering on the brink of collapse.

There were only tw nodern republics which had survived,
flourished and stayed free: the United States and Switzerl| and.
The latter had renodelled its constitution largely on American
lines in 1848. Both had experienced civil wars which were well
within the nmenory of generations living in the 1890s. There
was, therefore, only one viable republican nodel, and there
were grounds for doubts about it.

Moreover, the British Enpire then appeared to be the world s
nost successful polity, conbining popular self-governnent,
liberty and order in unmatched degrees. It was centred on a
constitutional nonar chy. Menbership of the Enpire, and
protection by the British navy, were vital to Australia s
survival. Over half of the delegates to the Australian
constitutional conventions were born in parts of the Enpire
out si de Australi a.

Gven all this, it is remarkable that the Australian founding
fathers chose to follow the one viable republican nodel to the
extent they did.

This was not because they were formng a federation, and that
nodel provided the leading exanple of federation. Canada had
shown that a federation could be based closely on the British
system of parlianmentary nonarchy.
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The Australian founders followed the republican nodel because
they believed in it. It provided a franmework for popular
governnent over a wde territory in a country with a strongly
denocratic culture. This positive adherence to the republican
nodel is typified by the |east conspicuous but nost influentia
of the founders, Andrew Inglis dark of Tasnmania, an ardent
denocrat and radical reformer who strongly pronoted republican
federal ideas as early as the 1870s. It was he and Sir Sanuel
Giffith of Queensland who steered the Australian constitution
in that direction

It appeared to many educated Australians, as to Oark, that the
founders of the United States had solved the problem of
republ i can governnent, of establishing a viable republic after
so many others had perished. They had conbi ned popul ar control
of governnent with constitutional safeguards against abuse of
power, and thereby avoided the fatal upheavals which had
brought down earlier republican regines. Earlier republics had
depended on divisions of power between the people and
aristocracies of wealth or office. The new republic relied for
its safeguards on a balance of institutions all of which were
popul arly constituted. The division of power between the states
and the central government, the separate representation of the
peopl e by nunmbers and by states in the bicanmeral |egislature,
and the separation of executive, legislative and judicial
powers provided, as one of the founders put it, republican
remedi es against the diseases of republics. Al successfu

republics have nore or less followed this pattern, a fact we
over| ook because its innovations have becone so common.

The Australian founders were inpressed with the success of
republican federalism and adopted its key features. Their
constitution was grounded on popul ar sovereignty: it was to be
approved and anmended by referendum The division of power
between the central governnment and the states followed the
Anerican precedent. The constitution was to be an overriding
law interpreted and applied by the judiciary. The Parlianent,
unlike its United Kingdom equivalent, was not to be suprene in
| aw making, but subject to the constitution. The ingenious
invention of a |lower house representing states by popul ation
and a second chanber representing states equally was also
f ol | owed. I ndigenous Australian ingredients were added,
particularly the doubl e dissolution provisions.
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It is not surprising that the Australian founders kept the
British nmonarchy at the apex of this essentially republican
design. That was a condition of mnmenbership of the British
Enpire and protection by the Royal Navy. It was al so regarded
as conducive to responsible governnent, that is, the British
system whereby the executive governnment is carried on by
mnisters who are nenbers of parliament and who have the
confidence of the |ower house. The Australian founders adopted
responsi bl e governnment not because it was British, but because
they believed it was best. They had operated it in the
colonies. They thought that, although only 50 years old,
responsi bl e governnent had denonstrated a superiority to the
republ i can separation of executive and | egislature.

This belief was not universal. There were persistent critics of
responsi bl e governnent anong the Australian founders. They
considered it not only an inferior system but inconpatible wth
the republican federation nodel which had otherw se been
adopted. There were strong noves at the constitutiona

conventions, l|ed by Sir Richard Baker, later the first
President of the Senate, to abandon responsible governnent at
the federal level and to have a separately constituted
executi ve.

H story has shown these pure federalists to have been right.

The devel opnment of responsible governnment in all countries
whi ch have inherited it fromthe United Kingdom has resulted in
a system whereby the mnistry, relying on party discipline,

conpletely controls the lower house of the parlianment and is
therefore not responsible in the way the theory of responsible
governnent postulated. The control of Iower houses by the
mnistry is nore severe in Australia because party discipline
is nore severe. This system has reinforced the nonarchica

character of the British constitution: undivided power is now
conferred on the ruling group of the majority party, and the
prime mnister is now a nore powerful nonarch than the Stuart
ki ngs. This concentration of power in the so-called Wstmnster
system has been seen as a cause of the general decline and poor
econom ¢ performance of the United Kingdomin this century.

Australia has incurred this degeneration of responsible
gover nnent, but, while party discipline and therefore
m ni sterial control has been worse here, it has been checked to
an extent by the republican elenents in the constitution: the
subordination of Parlianent to the witten constitution as
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interpreted by the H gh Court, federalism and bicanmeralism the
latter manifesting itself as a Senate not under government
party control. It is these republican el enents which have been
successful, while the British elenment of responsible governnent
has significantly failed, as it has elsewhere. W have been
given a denonstration of what Australian governnent would be
li ke without its republican safeguards: mnisterial absolutism
and abuse of power in Queensland illustrates the Australian
version of the Westm nster system deprived of those safeguards.

The problemwi th Australian republicanismnowis that it sees a
republic as sinply the absence of the nonarchy, and has no
understanding of what republicanism really neans, or of
Australian constitutional history. Conbined with hostility to
the nonarchy and the British connection there is a strong
hostility to the republican elements of the constitution.
Federalism is regarded as a brake on efficiency rather than a
restraint on central government power. The Senate is regarded
as a tedious interference with the mandates of governnments to
make | aw by decree. The process of changing the constitution by
referendum with a special majority is regarded as a tiresone
barrier to “ refornf . Al should be swept away as relics of
col oni al i sm

Const ant propaganda along these lines may brainwash the public
into thinking that these elenments of the constitution nust be
jettisoned with the nonarchy. There is a conspiracy to conceal
the republican nature of these institutions and their value to
a viable republican governnment. The danger of the republican
novenent is that it will result in centralised and unrestrained
governnent and l|lead us down the Queensland, if not the South
Aneri can, road.

What is needed in the current debate is a True Republican
Party, to expound and defend the republican heritage of the
constitution, and perhaps even to extend the republican
el enent s and provi de further saf eguar ds agai nst t he
centralisation and abuse of governnment power.
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