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Introduction

The development of the concept of the divisible Crown occurred as the Dominions
obtained control of the prerogative. One king, several kingdoms gradually became several
distinct kingships. This was not as the result of any conscious policy decision, but as a result
of the natural evolution of domestic laws and practices in the absence of an insistence by the
imperial authorities on uniformity.
The Sovereign might have lost his or her personal power, but the institution of the
Crown continued. The powers of the Governors-General were generally extended at the
expense of the Sovereign, though seldom were they exercisable at the Governor-General’s
discretion. Rather, they became a significant source of governmental authority, exercised at
the behest of Ministers.
The subsequent evolution of this process will be traced in Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand. In each country different forces and influences were at work, but each shared certain
common aspects. The development of national Crowns depended particularly upon two
factors: the identification of the Sovereign with the individual country, and the patriation of
the office of Governor-General. It is the latter which has been most decisive, as it has affected
the way in which the office of Governor-General has been perceived. But the former is
important also, as the Sovereign is the ultimate personification of the Crown.
The gradual increase in control over the Crown in the Dominions led to the adoption of
distinct royal styles and titles,2 and eventually the acceptance of a separation of the one
imperial Crown into many.3
National identity did not yet demand abandonment of the Crown, but did demand that it
be a national Crown. Yet this partial unity is still reflected in elements of the constitutions of
many of the realms of the Queen, including New Zealand.
The first section considers the succession to the throne. This shows how there is now
uncertainty as to the unity of the succession, something which should have been clarified after
the Abdication Crisis in 1936, yet was only seriously considered more recently. The symbolic
and practical importance of the Sovereign owing their title to national laws, rather than to the
laws of the United Kingdom, is very important.
The second section looks at the development of national Crowns. In particular, this
compares and contrasts the different approaches to the Crown in the principal realms. As a
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generalisation, in Canada the Crown has tended to be used as a tool of government (in which
its practical importance is paramount), whilst in Australia there has been an inclination to
remove the Crown altogether. New Zealand has adopted a middle way, though one which is
perhaps inconsistent and lacking in certainty.
The third section examines the changes in the royal style and title. This has evolved as
the Crown has evolved. But not only has it reflected changing notions of independence, it
may also have been one of the influences which encouraged acceptance of some of the
symbolic attributes of independence.

2

Legislation affecting the Unity of the Crown

There was formerly a convention that statutory uniformity of laws of succession to the
Crown would be maintained in those parts of the Commonwealth that owed allegiance to the
Crown.4 This convention was recognised in the report of the 1930 Imperial Conference,5 and
was recited in the second paragraph of the preamble to the Statute of Westminster 1931. That
Statute itself provided the mechanism of request and consent to maintain the unity of the
Crown:6
And whereas it is meet and proper to set out by way of preamble to this Act that,
inasmuch as the Crown is the symbol of the free association of the members of the
British Commonwealth of Nations, and as they are united by a common allegiance to the
Crown, it would be in accord with the established constitutional position of all the
members of the Commonwealth in relation to one another that any alteration in the law
touching the Succession to the Throne or the Royal Style and Titles shall hereafter
require the assent as well of the Parliaments of all the Dominions as of the Parliament of
the United Kingdom.7

The preamble to the Statute of Westminster could not of course be completely effective,
as it purported to bind subsequent Parliaments, something which orthodox theory did not
allow. The absence of a statement as to concurrence would not invalidate a statute.8 But the
Statute of Westminster procedure was generally followed for some decades.9
The Royal Titles Act 1953 (UK)10 and companion legislation in the Dominions departed
from one of the two principles enunciated in the preamble to the Statute of Westminster,
4
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namely unity of title. But it may have been constitutionally inappropriate to depart from the
second, unity of person.11 Since 1953 however, the prospect for just such a division has
grown, if indeed there was any doubt after 1936.
The law of the succession can only be understood in the context of the history which
formed it, whose roots extend beyond the reach of historical memory.12 Although the modern
notion of a separate sovereignty would see the Crown as potentially divisible in actuality as
well as in law, the only occasion of an actual separation of inheritance occurred in 1936.
Any alteration by the United Kingdom Parliament in the law touching the succession to
the throne would, except perhaps in the case of Papua New Guinea,13 be ineffective to alter
the succession to the throne in respect of, and in accordance with the law of, any other
independent member of the Commonwealth which was within the Queen’s realms at the time
of such alteration. Therefore it is more than mere constitutional convention that requires that
the assent of the Parliament of each member of the Commonwealth within the Queen’s realms
be obtained in respect of any such alteration in the law.14
One effect of New Zealand’s adoption in 194715 of sections 2-6 of the Statute of
Westminster 1931 was that any alteration to the law of New Zealand on the succession to the
throne or the royal style should be made by or with the consent of the New Zealand
Parliament.16 But s 26(1) of the Constitution Act 1986 declared that the 1947 Act “shall cease
to have effect as part of the law of New Zealand”.
Since the same Act also declared that the Parliament of the United Kingdom no longer
had the authority to legislate for New Zealand, legislation by request and consent was also
ended. The cumulative effect is that any change to the law of succession in the United
Kingdom would have no effect in New Zealand.17
Section 5(2) of the Constitution Act 1986 states that every reference in any document or
instrument to the Sovereign shall, unless the context otherwise requires, be deemed to include
a reference to the Sovereign’s heirs and successors. But it is not immediately clear what
precisely is meant by to Sovereign’s successor as determined in accordance with the Act of
Settlement 170118 and any other law which relates to the succession to the Throne. It would
11
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appear, as a simple matter of statutory interpretation, to mean the law of New Zealand, not
that of the United Kingdom.19
Any change in the law of succession would have to be enacted in each of the Queen’s
realms for unity of person to be maintained.20
No legislation purporting to affect the unity of person, as distinct from the unity of title,
of the Sovereign, has been passed since 1936. However, in London on 27 February 1998,
Lord Wilson of Mostyn, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for the Home Office,
announced that the British government supported changing the law of succession to the
throne.21 This came in a debate on a private member’s Bill, sponsored by Lord Archer of
Weston-Super-Mare, intended to allow for the succession of the eldest child of the Sovereign
regardless of sex.22 The enactment in the United Kingdom of the Human Rights Act 1998
makes alteration of the law of succession more likely.23
The law of succession is now, in part because of the development of the doctrine of a
divisible Crown, but largely because of the Constitution Act 1986, determined solely by the
law of New Zealand. Were the United Kingdom Parliament to enact any changes to the law,
these would effect a separation of the Crown, as they would be legally ineffective in New
Zealand.
But New Zealand political leaders have not yet fully appreciated this situation. In a
letter to the author, the Rt Hon Jenny Shipley, Prime Minister (or a member of her staff),
wrote that:
The Government would expect to be consulted, along with other Commonwealth
countries, before any changes to the law of succession were made.24

Clearly, it was still believed that any changes by the United Kingdom Parliament would
be effective in New Zealand law, though this is not the view of the British Government.25
Some constitutional uncertainties thus remain to be settled, but they are now few. But they
illustrate nevertheless the dangers of relying too much on the assertion that Elizabeth II is

19

The 1988 Australian Constitutional Convention recommended the insertion of an additional
power under s 51, enabling the Parliament to make laws for “the succession to the throne and
regency in the sovereignty of Australia”.
20
Another private members’ Bill, introduced by Lord Forsyth of Drumlean, was refused a first
reading in the House of Lords on 2 December 1999; The Times, London, 3 December 1999.
21
Rachel Sylvester, “Queen agrees to end succession inequality”, Daily Telegraph, London,
28 February 1998.
22
Bruce Beetham, MP, attempted to introduce a similar Bill into the New Zealand Parliament
more than ten years earlier. The Bill was opposed by the government on the grounds that
alteration in the law of succession was a matter for the Commonwealth as a whole, and that it
was not the New Zealand Parliament to force the issue; New Zealand Parliamentary Debates
1982 vol 443 pp 113-117, 164-173.
23
David Bamber & Jonathan Petre, “Catholics to regain right to the throne” Daily Telegraph,
London, 5 November 2000. The Guardian newspaper has also launched a campaign to
challenge the succession, as part of a wider attack upon the monarchy; Noel Cox, “Royal
succession campaign curious” New Zealand Herald, 13 December 2000.
24
Letter from the Rt Hon Jenny Shipley, Prime Minister, to author, 20 May 1998.
25
David Bamber & Jonathan Petre, “Catholics to regain right to the throne” Daily Telegraph,
London, 5 November 2000.
4

Queen of New Zealand. She is, but only because she is the British Sovereign.26 Legal notions
of separate sovereignty have practical and conceptual limitations.27
South Africa asserted this notion in 1936, but while the person of the Sovereign remains
common to all the realms, there appears to be a reluctance to take the divisibility of the Crown
to its logical conclusion. It appears probable that this is because although the realms enjoy the
benefits of independence, they do not appear to be willing to accept the possibility of a local
Sovereign.
The division of the Swedish and Norwegian Crowns was a viable option in 1903.28 But
it appears to be an unlikely option for the Commonwealth, given the attitude exemplified by
Mackenzie King, that Dominion autonomy was symbolised in the subservience of the
monarchical Crown to the local political Crown, that is, the Cabinet.29 Indeed, one of the
arguments raised for the abolition of the monarchy in Australia, perhaps facetiously, was the
fear that the Queen and the Royal Family would move en mass to Australia in the event of
Great Britain becoming a republic.30
The consequence is that, although legally and conceptually the Crown may be divisible,
its retention in the realms would appear to be conditional upon the maintenance of a unity of
person. Thus the Crown may be legally distinct, but the person of the Sovereign appears to be
inherently common to all the realms. But this has not prevented the development of symbolic
independence, for the person of the Sovereign is but one aspect of the Crown. The focus has
often, therefore, been upon the other aspects of the Crown, whether symbolic or practical.

3

The development of national Crowns

As the Sovereign came to act solely on the advice of the appropriate Ministers, and, at
the same time the Governor-General ceased to be an agent of empire, so the Crown extended
its role as the legal and symbolic embodiment of each country in turn.
As the doctrine of the divisibility of the Crown developed, so the Crown began to
develop distinct features in each of the Dominions and later realms. The Governors-General
was chosen from among the people of the country, and represented less the Sovereign than the
country itself. Both the symbolic aspects of the Crown, and its practical role, changed.
These developments continue, in the case of Australia, to the point where the Crown
may be removed altogether from the constitutional framework of the country, and in Canada,
that the focus of the Crown is on the Governor-General, rather than the Sovereign. These
contrasting approaches will be compared and contrasted with that in New Zealand.
3.1

The Crown as a tool of government: Canada

Although, for Canada, the final legislative links with the United Kingdom were finally
removed only in 1982, well before then the British origins and nature of the Crown were
being deliberately symbolically de-emphasised. Though few would have been concerned with
26
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the legal niceties of the Constitution, the apparent continuance of the British Queen as the
Sovereign of Canada was too obvious for political leaders to ignore.
Yet, what might be thought the obvious conclusion, that Canada become a republic, was
not widely advocated.31 Although support for a republic was much more pronounced amongst
the French nationalists of Quebec that elsewhere in Canada,32 this did not equate to active
steps being taken in this direction by Canada as a whole. Separation from Canada, or
recognition of Quebec as a distinct society, were more important to the leaders of the
Francophone community.33
Various reasons might be advanced as to why the Crown has continued to be regarded
as a useful tool of government. Trudeau held the pragmatic view that abolition of the
monarchy would be more trouble than it was worth.34 Aside from the constitutional preoccupation with Quebec, Canada’s desire to distinguish itself from the United States of
America makes it less likely than Australia to abandon the monarchy.35 Smith would go
further, and rejects a minimalist interpretation of the Crown’s position in the polity. He
advances the proposition that the Crown as a concept should be taken seriously, and asserts
that the Crown is the organising force behind the executive, legislature, administration, and
judiciary.
According to Smith, in the Canadian federal structure the Crown exercises
determinative influence over the conduct of intergovernmental relations. The result is a
distinctive form of federalism best described as a system of compound monarchies.36
The Crown played an essential role
in converting the highly centralized constitution originally designed by the Fathers of
Confederation into the more balanced and decentralized system of today, a system in
which the provinces are not inferior, subordinate governments but instead exercise de
facto coordinate sovereignty with that of the federal government.37

The Crown has also been important precisely because it is the established mechanism
through which Canadian government is conducted. The Canadian Constitution of 1867 was
deliberately unclear in several key areas. This was because, as the Quebec Resolution stated:
The Conference ... desire to follow the model of the British constitution so far as our
circumstances will permit ...
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and
the Executive authority or government shall be ... administered according to the wellunderstood principles of the British constitution.38

Flexibility was important, and this the Crown gave Canada.
Canadian governments benefited from the vagueness of a system of government based
upon conventions rather than written rules. But not only the federal government gained,
provincial governments benefited also. Thus the practical importance of the Crown lay in the
authority which it conferred upon the provincial governments.
The Crown had assumed a dual nature in Canada long before the concept of the
divisibility of the Crown was fully developed in the Dominions.39 But the application of this
later concept also led to the Canadian Crown changing. Acting only on the advice of
Canadian Ministers, and no longer an agent of empire, the Governor-General assumed a
position increasingly analogous to that the Sovereign held in the United Kingdom, leaving
little room for the Sovereign.40
The symbolism of the Crown was therefore reworked, rather than discarded. In Canada,
rather than a call for a republic, there has been to a “separation of the person of the monarch
from the concept of the Crown”.41 This has however tended to diminish the dignity of the
Queen’s person, and may also ultimately diminish the practical role the Crown plays in
Canadian government.42
After the return to power of the Liberal Party in 1963, the new government, influenced
by the proponents of bilingualism, set out to reform the Crown in Canada as a specifically
Canadian institution.43
There was a deliberate rejection of the historic Crown with its anthem, emblems, and
symbolism, which made accessible a past the government of the day rejected. The new Crown
was to be “rooted in the future, not in the past”.44 This did not mean rejection of the Crown,
but moulding it to a new form, one symbolic of multiculturalism and modernity.
The full range of Canadian symbolism was reviewed. The national anthem, O Canada,
replaced God Save The Queen as Canada’s national anthem. The older piece was retained as a
royal anthem for use at royal and vice-regal occasions.45
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The Canadian flag, adopted in 1965,46 replaced an earlier flag of traditional imperial
design, of which the most distinctive feature was the Union Flag of the United Kingdom in
the canton. A new flag for the Governor-General was adopted in 1981.47
The Order of Canada in 1967 finally replaced the British honours system, the awarding
of which had been the subject of controversy since the first decades of the twentieth century.48
All of these changes reflected a conscious effort to modernise, but at the same time to
preserve some links with the past.49
It has been said that Canada has evolved “from constitutional monarchy with full
parliamentary supremacy to democracy with sovereignty exercised by the people ... Canada
is, de facto, now a republic; the people of Canada are sovereign”.50
Whilst this claim appears rather far fetched (in that the Governor-General remains de
facto head of State in the name of the de jure head of State), it is true that the paradigm can
change. If the perception is that the Crown has no symbolic or practical role to play, then the
next step, that of removing the Crown, is that much easier. Certainly, this approach has been
more widely advocated in Australia.
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3.2

The alternative- Removal of the Crown: Australia

The perception that the Crown has no role to play is well illustrated by the example of
Australia. Sharman argues that Australia, like Canada, is a compound republic, “in the sense
that its institutional design relies predominantly on the dispersal of power to achieve
individual liberty and governmental responsibility”.51 Yet, in Canada, it was the dispersal of
the Crown itself which arguably led to greater provincial autonomy,52 or at least allowed it to
be achieved with less disruption than otherwise might have been.53
While some political leaders in Canada sought to solve the perceived dilemma of
retaining the British Sovereign as head of State by a “separation of the person of the monarch
from the concept of the Crown”, the Labour Party in Australia sought to remove the Crown
altogether. The wider Australian republican movement has however been motivated by
concerns about political power rather than merely symbolism, to a much greater extent than in
either Canada or New Zealand.54
The year 1975 was the first that many people took an interest in Australian
constitutional theory. Before that republicanism was more a matter of arguments about
egalitarianism, Pacific or Asian destiny, or cultural identity. After 1975 republicans discussed
the role of the Senate and the extent of the reserve powers of the Governor-General. The
focus became the Constitution itself,55 at least until the republic referendum process began in
earnest in the mid-1990s, when the focus again shifted to symbolism.
The events of 1975- when the Governor-General dismissed the Prime Minister after the
government had failed to secure the passage of the Budget in the face of the opposition of the
upper house- have been discussed and analysed at great length elsewhere.56 As a consequence
of these events, the Crown became involved in what was at its heart a political controversy,
which had highlighted the peculiar constitutional circumstances of Australia. Whilst
republican agitation grew, especially within the Labour Party, efforts were made, particularly
after 1977, to emphasise the Australian nature of the monarchy.
Although the Labour Party would have preferred to remove the institution altogether,57
a compromise saw the Queen losing the last of her right to exercise any royal powers for
Australia, unless actually present.58 Amongst the symbolic changes of this time were the
institution in 1975 of the Order of Australia, although the award of British honours on the
advice of the Australian state and federal governments only finally ceased in 1990.
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Unlike in Canada, in Australia the Crown was not generally seen as a source of
authority for the states. The Crown was not generally seen as a source of state authority
because the Constitution itself assumed much of this function. It was due to the relative
weakness of state government, and in particular, the absence of separatist feeling such as that
found in Quebec.59 However, in the 1970s the Queensland government, in its disputes with
the Commonwealth government, sought to rely upon a separate style of the Queen of
Queensland,60 though with little effect.
The symbolic and practical role of the Crown was less pronounced in Australia than in
Canada.
3.3

The middle path: New Zealand

In neither Canada nor Australia were governmental agencies overly keen to
acknowledge the continued presence of the British Sovereign as Queen. The solution in
Canada, the “separation of the person of the monarch from the concept of the Crown” led to
the Governor-General enjoying greater formal powers, which were now denied the Queen.
But the position of the Crown also suffered from the low standing of the office of GovernorGeneral, for long regarded as the puppet of the government of the day.61 In Australia, the
Labour Party sought to achieve the same result by removing the Crown altogether.
New Zealand has not yet had the same emotional or nationalist conflict. The GovernorGeneral has for long enjoyed effective delegation of the royal powers. The office has not been
consciously remodelled as a head of State, partly because New Zealand is less inclined to
public display, and partly because most people appear to be content with the status quo, even
if not greatly enthusiastic about it.62 Nor was there traditionally the same prospects of political
involvement by the Governor-General as was possible in Australia, where there were
particular responsibilities apparently incumbent upon the office due to the entrenched
constitution and bicameral parliament.
The Crown indeed has become more entrenched (though not necessarily in the legal
sense), and the distinction between the Queen and her representative has become blurred.
There has been no deliberate separation of the person of the monarch from the concept of the
Crown, indeed, the opposite has occurred.63 The existence of the Treaty of Waitangi and the
special relationship between Crown and Maori is an important factor preserving a personal
involvement for the Sovereign.64

59

The separatist feelings of states such as Western Australia are comparatively weak, though
not to be dismissed as non-existent.
60
Introduced in an amendment to the Constitution by Sir Johannes Bjelke-Petersen;
Constitution Act Amendment Act 1977 (Qld). This was removed from the Constitution Act
1867 (Qld) in 1987.
61
Records of the Governor-General, Philip Moore to My dear Prime Minister, 20 June 1978
(1990-91/016, box 13, file 535.1, vol 1); Michael Adeane to Esmond Butler, 6 February 1970
(1990-91/016, box 14, file 535.2, vol 1) cited in Smith, The Invisible Crown: The First
Principle of Canadian Government (University of Toronto Press, Toronto, 1995) p 52.
62
Interview with Sir Douglas Graham, 24 November 1999.
63
Section 13 of the Constitution Act 1986 makes it clear that Her Majesty part of New
Zealand Parliament, not just when present in person.
64
Assent to Bills is normally given in private, and it is no coincidence that the Queen assented
to the Waikato Tainui Raupatu Claims Settlement Bill in a public ceremony in 1995. The last
time assent was given by the Sovereign in person in the United Kingdom was in 1854.
10

The Crown has not been used as a source of governmental authority by separate
agencies, as it was by the Canadian provinces. But the relationship between Crown and Maori
in the Treaty of Waitangi has been critical to the development of New Zealand. The
importance of the personal connection with the Sovereign remains strong for many Maori,
who would prefer that the Crown not have an exclusively national identity.65 It is equally
important to them that the Crown remains in some respect distinct from the government of the
day.
The Governor-General has not been encouraged to assume responsibility for the whole
of the royal prerogative.66 The question of whether the Sovereign herself could exercise the
statutory powers conferred upon the Governor-General was settled by the Royal Powers Act
1953:
s 2(1) It is hereby declared that every power conferred on the Governor-General by any
enactment is a royal power which is exercisable by him on behalf of Her Majesty the
Queen, and may accordingly be exercised either by Her Majesty in person or by the
Governor-General.
(2) It is hereby further declared that every reference in any Act to the Governor-General
in Council or any other like expression includes a reference to Her Majesty the Queen
acting by and with the advice and consent of the Executive Council of New Zealand.

Since the advent of the Royal Powers Act 1953 the powers bestowed upon the
Sovereign may be exercised by the Governor-General or by the Sovereign, and powers
bestowed upon the Governor-General may be exercised by the Sovereign. Unlike in Australia
there was no formal requirement that the Sovereign be actually present.67
However, in the 1970s and 1980s a series of statutes affected a considerable alteration
in the constitutional arrangements in New Zealand, principally to emphasise New Zealand
aspects of the constitution. The first measure was the Seal of New Zealand Act 1977. This
provided for the replacement of the Public Seal of New Zealand,68 and any British seals which
had formerly been used on documents issued by the Governor-General and by the Queen in
relation to New Zealand.69 Specifically, the Commissions appointing Governors-General had
been sealed with the Signet, the principal seal in the custody of the British Secretaries of
State, as was required by the 1917 Letters Patent.70
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70
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The Seal of New Zealand71 is now used on any instrument that is made by the Queen or
by the Governor-General, on the advice of a Minister of the Crown, or on the advice and with
the consent of the Executive Council of New Zealand.72 The practice now is to seal all royal
warrants, letters patent and other prerogative instruments in New Zealand.73 No longer are
any British seals used for New Zealand documents signed by the Queen.
Next, and more significant, were the changes introduced in the Constitutional
Provisions Bill. These were enacted as the Royal Powers Act 1983, Administrator’s Powers
Act 1983, and the Acts Interpretation Amendment Act 1983.74 The opposition Labour Party
was fully consulted, and agreed to the provisions, which were designed to remove the last
vestiges of colonial status from the constitution. The specific purpose of the Bill was to ensure
compatibility between the draft letters patent constituting the Office of Governor-General, and
current statute law.75
The Royal Powers Act 1983, which bound the Crown,76 stated that:
s 3(1) It is hereby declared that every power conferred on the Governor-General by any
enactment is a royal power which is exercisable by the Governor-General on behalf of
Her Majesty the Queen, and may accordingly be exercised either by Her Majesty in
person or by the Governor-General.
(2) It is hereby further declared that every reference in any Act to the Governor-General
in Council or any other like expression includes a reference to Her Majesty the Queen
acting by and with the advice and consent of the Executive Council of New Zealand.

The only change between s 2(1) of 1953 and s 3(1) of 1983 is that “he” is replaced by
“the Governor-General”. Section 2(2) of 1953 is identical to s 3(2) of 1983.
The Constitution Act 1986 was more than a mere consolidation of constitutional
legislation. There was no intention to introduce any significant changes. The officials charged
with drafting a Bill were given the task of conducting a general review with the object of
bringing together in one enactment the most important constitutional provisions in existing
legislation. They were not called upon to propose a constitution, and deliberately refrained
from attempting to restate constitutional conventions in statutory form.
But the Act was a deliberate attempt to “free our constitutional law from the shadow of
our former colonial past”.77 The most significant was the attempt, perhaps not entirely
successful, to end the residual law-making power of the United Kingdom Parliament. But the
provisions relating to the Crown achieved a more significant object, towards reshaping the
Crown as a purely New Zealand institution.
71
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As part of the consolidation- the term codification would be misleading- the Royal
Powers Act 1983 was repealed.78 Section 3 of the 1986 Act stated that:
s 3(1) Every power conferred on the Governor-General by or under any Act is a royal
power which is exercisable by the Governor-General on behalf of the Sovereign, and may
accordingly be exercised either by the Sovereign in person or by the Governor-General.
(2) every reference in any Act to the Governor-General in Council or any other like
expression includes a reference to the Sovereign acting by and with the advice and
consent of the Executive Council.

The only significant alteration is that the section, by removing “It is hereby declared”,79
is less declaratory. It is unlikely however that any further powers are conferred upon the
Sovereign as a consequence.
Section 13 of the Constitution Act 1986 makes it clear that the Queen is part of New
Zealand Parliament, not just when present in person. It is provided that Parliament comprises
“the Sovereign in right of New Zealand and the House of Representatives”.80 While the
Governor-General has always assented to legislation in the name of the Queen, legislation
was, before 1986, not formally enacted by the Sovereign but by the Governor-General and
House of Representatives, together called the General Assembly. The Queen could however
always assent to legislation personally, under the Royal Powers Acts 1953 and 1983.81
Assent and enactment are now brought into line, with legislation being enacted and
assented to by the Queen, or her representative in her name.82 The wording of the enacting
clause of course has been changed to reflect this. “Be it enacted by the General Assembly of
New Zealand in Parliament assembled, and by the authority of the same” was replaced by “Be
it enacted by the Parliament of New Zealand”.83
While intended largely as a legislative tidying-up exercise, the 1983 and 1986 Acts did
strengthen the emphasis on the Crown as a New Zealand institution. This was also shown in
contemporaneous symbolic changes. The first visit to New Zealand by the Queen after the
Acts were passed, in 1990, was used as an opportunity to stress the New Zealand nature of the
monarchy.84 The British royal yacht was not sent to New Zealand,85 and the Queen was said
to be “in residence”, rather than merely visiting the country.86
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The Queen bears personal standards in several of her other realms, each being
distinctive, and usually a representation of the territorial arms of the country concerned. She
uses the Royal Standard normally only in the United Kingdom and in non-Commonwealth
countries. This is because the banner is of her arms as Queen of the United Kingdom, it being
what is technically called a flag of dominion.87 In Australia88 and New Zealand89 the same
basic pattern is followed, the national coat of arms, with an emblem for the Queen herself. In
1960 the Queen’s Personal Flag was adopted for non-monarchical countries, and now also
given wider use in all overseas realms as well.90
The Crown was now symbolically the New Zealand Crown, the Sovereign, Queen of
New Zealand, even if at times this evolution may have tended to follow substantive political
evolution. But symbolic and practical connection with the British monarchy survives, even if
the legal links with the United Kingdom have gone. This must be seen as inappropriate for an
independent country, so the tendency to emphasise the New Zealand aspects of the monarchy
accelerated during the 1970s and 1980s.
But there has been in New Zealand no “separation of the person of the monarch from
the concept of the Crown”. This would have required a conscious policy choice for which
there is little if any evidence. Nor has there been a deliberate government policy of
diminishing the symbolic presence of the monarchy.91
Indeed, in a possible indication of the way in which the Crown may evolve, Helen
Clark, Prime Minister, when announcing that The Queen would be visiting New Zealand in
2001, called for the visit and the celebrations of the Queen's Golden Jubilee to be used as a
means of promoting New Zealand to the world.92

4

The Royal Style and Title

One of the most visible aspects of the Crown is the style and title by which the
Sovereign is known. While many rulers enjoyed a multiplicity of titles, reflecting the number
of separate territories that constituted their domains, the king of England traditionally enjoyed
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a simple style. The addition of Ireland,93 and the personal union of the English and Scottish
Crowns, added new elements to the royal style, but the one essential element remained the
single word king.94
The development of political and legal independence of the Dominions in the latter
nineteenth century led to a call for a royal style which included these newly emerging
countries.
The first step in this direction was when Queen Victoria was proclaimed Empress of
India on 28 April 1876.95 Gladstone opposed the move, which was advocated by Disraeli, and
a vote of no-confidence was promoted in the House of Commons 11 May 1876. Nor was the
criticism solely partisan.96 Joseph Cowen pointed out in the House that letters to newspapers
were overwhelmingly against the Royal Title Bill.97
Bagehot believed that the adoption of the title might “diminish the magic of the throne
by putting a new strain on a reverence which had never failed to answer to the appeal of
ancient associations”.98 The term “imperialism” at this time referred not to Britain’s foreign
dominions but to a style of imperial government in which the masses were enlisted on the side
of autocratic rule, as in France.99 No further steps were taken to alter the royal style for a
generation, by which time imperialism had a newer, more popular, meaning.
In 1901 a series of telegrams passed between the Colonial Secretary, Joseph
Chamberlain, and the Governor-General and Ministers of Canada.100 The subject was the new
royal style to be borne by the new King Edward VII. Chamberlain suggested that to reflect the
greater independence and importance of these territories, the phrase “and of Greater Britain
beyond the seas” be added.
This was not favourably received in Canada, as the wording was an innovation, and in
turn suggested
King of Canada, Australia, South Africa and all the British Dominions beyond the
seas.101

This introduced the problem of whether the smaller Dominions should be enumerated.
There was also reluctance on the part of the Colonial Secretary to approve the use of the style
king of Canada. He proposed the addition to the existing style of “and of Greater Britain
93
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beyond the seas”. The Canadians responded with “king of all the British Dominions beyond
the Seas”, or “Sovereign”, to avoid repetition.
The new style finally emerged as
Edward VII by the Grace of God of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and
of the British Dominions beyond the Seas, King, Defender of the Faith,102 Emperor of
India.103

Something of a compromise, it nevertheless recognised for the first time the
constitutional position of the Dominions.104
A generation later, the 1926 Imperial Conference,105 strongly influenced by the growing
political independence of the Dominions, decided on a change to the royal style and titles.
“United Kingdom” was removed and the equality of the Dominions stressed:
George V by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions
beyond the Seas, King, Defender of the Faith, Emperor of India.

This was embodied in the Royal and Parliamentary Titles Act 1927.106
At the 1930 Conference, General James Hertzog and his supporters argued for a
divisible Crown.107 The preamble to the Statute of Westminster 1931 said that
any alteration in the law touching the ... Royal Style and Titles shall hereafter
require the assent as well of the Parliaments of all the Dominions as of the
Parliament of the United Kingdom.
Perceptions of unity of title, and unity of person, had come to be important aspects of
imperial evolution. The Statute of Westminster made it clear that the United Kingdom and
Dominions recognised the same Sovereign. The Statute stressed allegiance, and the
conference stressed equality.
102
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Indeed, it was the requirement of uniformity of succession laws which distinguished the
relationship between the Queen’s realms in the Commonwealth from a mere personal union
such as existed between the United Kingdom and Hanover between 1714 and 1837- two
realms with different rules of succession, Hanover not allowing the succession of a female.108
The relationship between the Queen’s realms was not of this latter kind. As the Prime
Minister of Canada declared in 1953:
Her Majesty is now Queen of Canada, but she is the Queen of Canada because she is
Queen of the United Kingdom and because the people of Canada are happy to recognise
as their Sovereign the person who is Sovereign of the United Kingdom. It is not a
separate office ... it is the Sovereign who is recognised as the Sovereign of the United
109
Kingdom who is our Sovereign.

The relationship between the various realms of the Sovereign, therefore, was not merely
a contingent one, but inherent in the institution of monarchy as it has developed in the United
Kingdom and in the realms of the Commonwealth.
However, changing emphasis had led to the (non-legal) equality stressed by the 1930
Imperial Conference having greater long-term effect than the (legal) allegiance stressed by the
Statute of Westminster.
By 1952 Ireland was a republic, as was India.110 Changing citizenship laws emphasised
individual nationality rather than allegiance to a common Crown.111 On the accession of
Queen Elizabeth II, the Sovereign was for the first time proclaimed by different titles in the
independent realms of the Commonwealth. In New Zealand the style was
by the Grace of God, Queen of this realm and of all her other realms and territories, Head
112
of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith.

The Crown had apparently become divisible, although in matters of common concern,
such as the succession to the throne, it was claimed uniformity to be still required.
The Commonwealth Conference held in London in December 1952 decided that each
member of the Commonwealth would adopt its own form of royal style and titles, but that all
the forms would contain a substantial common element.113 These common elements included
one designating the particular territory, a statement that Her Majesty was also Queen of Her
other Realms and Territories, and that she was Head of the Commonwealth.
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The Acts passed by each of the then members of the Commonwealth after the 1952
conference had to reflect the fact that the other members of the Commonwealth were full and
equal members with the United Kingdom, so that the Queen was equally Queen of each of her
various realms, acting on the advice of her Ministers in each realm. The Acts also had to
reflect the fact that, since 1949, the Sovereign had a special position as Head of the
Commonwealth, symbolising the unity and free association of its members.
The aim of the conference, in the words of the preamble to the Royal Titles Act 1953
(UK) was:
To reflect more clearly the existing constitutional relations of the members of the
Commonwealth to one another and their recognition of the Crown as the symbol of their
free association and of the Sovereign as Head of the Commonwealth.

The Act provided, therefore, that the diversity of the Commonwealth realms should be
recognised by allowing the Queen to adopt a title suitable to the particular circumstances of
the country concerned, but also that there should be a common element, symbolising the role
of the Sovereign as a unifying factor in the Commonwealth.114
New royal titles legislation was no longer to be enacted, as it had been after the Statute
of Westminster 1931, by the United Kingdom Parliament with the assent of the other
countries. Moreover, the convention of 1931 that the adoption of a separate royal title for any
of the Queen’s realms requires the assent of the Parliaments of the other realms, seems now to
have lapsed. It has been said however that any change in the Queen’s title as Head of the
Commonwealth could be made only with the assent of the Parliaments of all of its
members.115
The local element reflected the divisibility of the Crown, but the commonality was not
ignored. Without the common elements, the link between the various monarchies would have
appeared a merely accidental one. These has been a fairly consistency preserved, though, as in
New Zealand, the legal form has not always been the style used in the Oath of Allegiance.116
The New Zealand Parliament passed the Royal Titles Act 1953.117 The obsolete
expression “British Dominions beyond the Seas” was replaced by “other Realms and
Territories”, and the new style of “Head of the Commonwealth”.118 The royal style was now
Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God of the United Kingdom, New Zealand and Her
other Realms and Territories Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith.

In the 1970s further alterations were made to the royal style and title across the
Commonwealth.119 In 1974
114

Title of the Sovereign (1953) cmd 8748.
The position of Head of the Commonwealth was discussed at the 1997 Edinburgh
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting. The consensus was that the title remained
annexed to the Sovereign of the United Kingdom.
116
The Citizenship Act 1977 introduced New Zealand citizenship defined with reference to
nationality, rather than as a sub-category of British subjects. The Citizenship Act 1979
simplified the royal style in the oath of allegiance to just “Queen of New Zealand”.
117
Royal Titles Act 1953; Royal Titles Proclamation 1953 (SR 1953/79).
118
It was agreed that it should be placed on record that the designation of the Sovereign as
Head of the Commonwealth did not denote any change in the constitutional relations between
members, and, in particular did not imply that the Head discharged any constitutional
functions.
119
As in the Royal Style and Titles Act 1973 (Australia).
115

18

Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, Queen of New Zealand and Her other Realms
and Territories, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith

replaced the 1953 formula.120 The contingent nature of the Crown was de-emphasised,
and the Queen’s royal style recast to reflect more clearly Her Majesty’s constitutional status
in New Zealand. This move was said to have been positively welcomed by the Queen.121
Before the Bill was introduced the British Prime Minister was informed of the
intentions of the New Zealand government. He was said to have confirmed that the change
would in no way affect the close relationship between New Zealand and the United Kingdom.
In accordance with the agreement reached among the Prime Ministers and other
representatives of the Commonwealth in 1952, all other members were informed of the
change in the royal style.122
The 1974 Act still reflects a belief in a wider imperial Crown. The preamble to the Act
states that:
whereas it is desirable that the form of the royal style and titles to be used in relation to
New Zealand and to those other territories [for whose foreign relations Her Government
in New Zealand is responsible] be altered so as to reflect more clearly Her Majesty’s
position in relation to New Zealand and all those other territories.

Section 2 of the Act stated that:
The royal style and titles of Her Majesty, for use in relation to New Zealand and all other
territories for whose foreign relations Her Government in New Zealand is responsible,
shall be ...

Yet, according to Matiu Rata, then Minister of Maori Affairs:
[t]he 1974 Act was a critical precursor to the 1975 legislation123 because it established
the identity of the Crown in New Zealand by shifting the emphasis away from the Queen
in England in the Royal Titles while at the same time emphasising the role of the Queen
as Queen of New Zealand.124

Stevens, however, thought that the implications were less far reaching:
The Royal Titles Act 1974 has emphasised the position of the Crown in the sovereignty
of New Zealand as being distinct from the UK ... The Crown in New Zealand should not
be seen as autochthonous. This new status necessitates an examination of the position of
120
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the Crown in the United Kingdom and New Zealand and of the role of the Queen and Her
Governor-General in the contemporary government of the country.125

The changes in 1974 were significant, in that “Queen of New Zealand and Her other
Realms and Territories” replaced “of the United Kingdom, New Zealand and Her other
Realms and Territories Queen”. The emphasis is not on equality, but on the Queen’s position
as Queen of New Zealand being of primary importance.
The changes in the royal style over time not merely reflected the changing nature of the
Crown, but also encouraged the acceptance of this change. Thus the changes in royal style
both followed wider political developments and also influenced the direction of these
developments. The continued existence of a shared Sovereign encouraged the nationalisation
of the Crown in the various realms. The continued presence of “and Her other Realms and
Territories” makes it clear that some form of supra-national or imperial Crown was still (at
least partly) envisaged, though it was probably anomalous for the British Prime Minister to be
consulted.
With the adoption of the Constitution Act 1986, with its emphasis on the Sovereign as
Queen of New Zealand, the process of the evolution of an autochthonous constitution could
be said to be all but complete. These changes of symbolism followed, rather than led, the
evolving independence of New Zealand, but they helped to emphasise that independence.

5

Conclusion

As the ramifications of the development of Dominion status became clearer, so the
separate Dominions developed their own concepts of the Crown. The imperial Crown gave
way before a multiplicity of national Crowns. This was driven generally by influences beyond
the control of New Zealand, such as the abdication of King Edward VIII, and the Statute of
Westminster. But New Zealand also took advantage, though often belatedly, of the
mechanism which had become available to enhance and symbolise its independence.
While the Queen came to be regarded more and more as Queen of New Zealand, and
only incidentally Sovereign of other countries, so a distinct New Zealand Crown evolved.126
This is reinforced by changes in royal symbolism. The changing royal style and title made this
separation even clearer. From the middle of the twentieth century the Sovereign of each realm
has enjoyed a separate style and title. Yet common elements remain, and while these remain it
remains uncertain just to what extent the divisible Crown is divided.
There remains uncertainty regarding the law of succession to the Crown, which seems
to be a result of a reluctance to carry the concept of the divisibility of the Crown to its logical
conclusion.
The practical role of the Crown in Canada lay as much in its provincial aspects as in any
other. The usefulness of the Crown to the federal government also disinclined many
politicians from seriously questioning it continuation. But the Crown has been recast in a
more overtly Canadian form, through symbolic changes and through a greater emphasis upon
the person of the Governor-General.
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In Australia, although the Crown has also been at least partially repackaged
symbolically as a national Crown, there has been a more pronounced tendency to remove the
symbolism- and the Crown. In part this is a product of the republican spirit of the country. But
it also a result of the lesser role of the Crown in the federation.
New Zealand has not seen either of these approaches. There is no question of federal
powers, nor does our constitution confer upon the Crown powers which might bring them into
conflict with Parliament- at least no more than the Westminster parent. Thus the evolution of
the Crown in New Zealand has been determined more by ad hoc decisions reflecting changing
perceptions of national identity than by deliberate policy.
Changing the royal style and title do not of themselves change the constitutional
position of the Crown, but they help to define it. These changes can reflect a changed view of
the Crown, as did the 1953 and 1974 Royal Titles Acts. But they can also lead to a change in
the way in which it is perceived. This occurred after the adoption of the Royal Titles Act
1974.
But it would be a mistake to read too much into a mere style and title, as can be seen in
an example from Australia in the 1970s, when the Queensland government, in its disputes
with the Commonwealth government, sought to rely upon a separate style of the Queen of
Queensland.127 Even more anonymously, in Canada the royal style is still
Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom, Canada and Her
other Realms and Territories Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith.

Some of these symbolic changes occurred belatedly, only after substantive change had
occurred. Thus, the Sovereign continued to be styled “of the United Kingdom, New Zealand
and Her other Realms and Territories Queen” until 1974.
But other developments were more advanced, particularly those in the 1930s and 1940.
For New Zealand's political independence came through her freedom to exercise the royal
prerogative without recourse to Ministers in the United Kingdom. In particular, the
development of a uniquely New Zealand conception of the Crown was to occur especially in
the 1970s and 1980s, through the Maori-Crown dialogue.
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