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OLD AND NEW AUSTRALIA

hen did Australia become independent?

It is a question I often ask new students

of Australian history. Some offer 1986

with the Australia Acts. Others posit

1915 at Gallipoli. Perhaps with the pass­

ing of the Statute of Westminster in 1931, or its ratification

in 1942? But overwhelmingly these bright young minds 

at the beginning of their tertiary education agree that it 

must have been 1 January 1901. The only problem is that

this is demonstrably false - the greatest myth in Austral-

ian history. 

When the six states unified to form an indissoluble 

commonwealth, Australia did become a nation but not an

independent one. Its status would later be defined as a

dominion of the British Empire. In 1901 Australia bad no

embassies, no foreign minister, no national anthem and no

flag (with the Blue Ensign only a flag of government until

1954). The British embassies were Australia's embassies.

The British foreign minister was Australia's representative.
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The British flag was Australia's flag. The British anthem was

Australia's anthem. The concept of Australian citizenship 

did not exist in 1901, and would not for decades. Federation 

was a celebration of Britishness, and most Australians, 

from Sydney to Perth, considered themselves to be every 

bit as British as those in Manchester or Birmingham. 

So why do many Australians lazily look to 1 January 

1901 as the beginning of our national story? This popular 

myth has slipped into public consciousness for two main 

reasons. First, it provides a neat starting point for the coun­

try, unpolluted by the complex duality that characterised 

Australian nationalism at the turn of the century. Second, 

the truth is a touch embarrassing: we just never really got 

around to it. Australia is independent in practice and by 

protocol, bnt not legally. If someone who had never heard 

of Australia were to read the Constitution, they would 

conclude that ours is a semi-democratic society overseen 

by a powerful foreigner residing in a British palace. The 

prime minister and the cabinet, generally assumed to be 

the most powerful people in Australia, are nowhere men­

tioned. The Queen, by contrast, is mentioned forty-seven 

times, and her representative, the governor-general, sixty­

five times. The Constitution has only been amended eight 

· times and still reflects a society that saw itself not as inde­

pendent of Britain, but as an extension of Britain.

Today, Britain is, legally, a foreign power. The fact that 

· ittooka High Court ruling to establish this tells us some­

thing about the ambiguous nature of Australian identity.
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