
x the spectator australia | 24 september 2022 | www.spectator.com.au

story of how they imposed their will upon 
their rulers.’ We know about M agna Carta 
and bad K ing J ohn and how the barons had 
to bring his abuses to heel at R unnymede. 
Indeed, A.A. M ilne’s poem reminds us that 
‘K ing J ohn was not a good man, He had his 
little ways, And sometimes no one spoke to 
him for days and days and days.’ But few 
know that two centuries earlier, in 1 0 1 4 , 
the Anglo-Saxon Witan council had already 
read the riot act to another K ing, Æ thelred 
the Unredy, allowing him to keep the throne 
only if he refrained from unj ust taxation and 

honoured ‘the good old laws’ of England. 
Other teachable moments for overbear-

ing kings included the beheading of Charles 
I by Cromwell’s men in 1 6 4 9  for attempting 
‘to overthrow the rights and liberties of the 
people’ and the exile of J ames II in 1 6 8 8 , 
with legislation passed such that all future 
monarchs would be subj ect to the laws of 
parliament.  

F inally, in 1 7 7 6  the revolutionaries in 
America fought the second English civil 
war. K ing G eorge III was again the tyrant 
breaking his contract with the people, and 
he had to be put in his place. 

So by these struggles, the culture of indi-
vidual liberty, rule of law and a ferocious 
sense of the fair go were defended, and the 
institution of a well-behaved constitutional 
monarchy was established. 

This curious institution, which all Aus-
tralians are blessed to live under, has made 
possible the entirely benign and unifying 
reign of our late Queen Elizabeth, far above 
the sordid world of politics. 

The package deal of ordered liberty 
under an apolitical Crown is the greatest 
gift of Anglo-Saxon culture to the world 
and a model for any nation. Hannan writes, 
‘Anglo-Saxon values, as R ichard Dawkins 
might put it, are a meme rather than a gene. 
They can be transmitted without any genetic 

vehicle. They explain why Bermuda is not 
Haiti, why Singapore is not Indonesia, why 
Hong K ong is not China.’

The real question is whether these politi-
cal values can remain vital if the higher cas-
cades of culture and religion dry up. Can 
there be real conviction about the prima-
cy of the individual over the collective, of 
conscience over coercion, of liberty over 
conformity, once the sustaining worldview 
is abandoned?  That ancient worldview 
believed in the dignity of the individual 
soul, and therefore in its liberty, because it 
believed each soul is known and loved by 
G od. It believed in the dignity of kings and 
queens, but only subj ect to the overarching 
moral authority of the crucified king who 
said, ‘my kingdom is not of this world’. 
That is why K ing Charles III will have the 
crown placed on his head by the Archbishop 
of Canterbury. 

Other religious worldviews have long 
been vying for dominance, whether atheist 
or eco-pantheist, and these will cascade into 
cultural and political forms that give prima-
cy to the state or the earth-system over indi-
vidual liberty. G ood luck with that. 

But for now, the Christian worldview 
remains honoured in the ancient ceremonies 
and observances for a faithful and beloved 
Queen who told us, ‘The teachings of Christ 
and my own accountability before G od pro-
vide a framework in which I try to lead my 
life.’

Sky News ran a beautiful tribute, E l i z a -
b eth  II:  a  L i f e of  D u ty , but they fell at the 
final hurdle. The final comment noted the 
Queen’s close bond with her father, G eorge 
V I: ‘If there is a heaven, she will have found 
herself face to face with her father; and the 
greatest motivation for her time as Queen 
is that he should say, “ I am proud of you” .’

That is a sweet sentiment, but inade-
quate. If there is a heaven, the greatest moti-
vation for both the Queen and her father is 
that they should hear the only words that 
matter: ‘Well done, good and faithful serv-
ant’. 

V ale Elizabeth II, and may you not be our 
last Christian Queen.

The most bogan of us have been touched 
by the centuries-deep richness of Brit-
ish ritual and reverence this past fort-

night. We have been given a glimpse of that 
exotic land, the Christian past, where people 
are different; and a poignant sense that the 
present might be missing something. 

It is a platitude that politics is down-
stream of culture, and culture is downstream 
of religion – where ‘religion’ means the pre-
vailing structure of meaning that binds a 
community and shapes its character. 

Our new king evoked this cascading 
stream from Christian religion to Anglo-
Saxon values to political liberties in his first 
address after Queen Elizabeth’s death: ‘In 
that faith, and the values it inspires, I have 
been brought up to cherish a sense of duty to 
others, and to hold in the greatest respect the 
precious traditions, freedoms and responsi-
bilities of our unique history and our system 
of parliamentary government.’ 

We who stand at the bottom of that cas-
cade are custodians of a heritage unmatched 
in all history for nurturing liberty and resist-
ing tyranny. No small part of this liberty is 
thanks to the genius of our system of consti-
tutional monarchy, which deals better than 
any other system with the problem of power. 

In this system, a house-trained, harmless 
and gracious Crown gets all the glory but no 
real power, in order to keep those with all 
the political power in a glory-free zone, for 
the good of their souls. 

We are spared a politicised president at 
the pinnacle of society with all the divisive-
ness that comes with it. Under our system, 
power percolates upwards from the par-
liament and the prime minister to the real 
symbol of headship and unity, the Crown: 
ceremonially in the monarch and function-
ally in our governor-general as head of state. 
And there, power simply evaporates harm-
lessly, since the head of state has no real 
power other than to say no to gross abuses 
by prime ministers. 

Daniel Hannan points out, in How we 
Invented Freedom, that it took time and 
effort to produce a tame monarchy: ‘The 
story of the English-speaking peoples is the 
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