
247

Epilogue

As an institution with profound implications for our understandings of 
merit, success, and honour—and one with a rich history of debate—the 
honours system continues to attract controversy and contestation today. As 
we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century, the scrutiny of the 
gender balance of honours lists discussed in the final chapter persists. Ahead 
of the announcement of the Queen’s Birthday list in June 2020, journalist 
Tom McIlroy stated: ‘we already know who the winners are. Men’. McIlroy 
highlighted differences in the gender ratio by State and territory, observing 
that statistics from Honour a Woman and the Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency showed that South Australia and  Victoria had almost reached 
parity, while Western Australia trailed behind, with ‘less than a third of 
honours … going to women’.1 After the list was made public, the Australian 
took a more positive stance, headlining one article with the suggestion that 
the ‘pendulum [was] swinging to women’ in relation to awards. Reporting 
that ‘the proportion of women [had] reached its highest level’, the article’s 
author, Ean Higgins, quoted the governor-general, David Hurley, stating 
that the representation of women could achieve parity ‘in the next few years’.2 
In the online magazine Crikey, however, David Hardaker was less certain, 
reporting comments from Ruth McGowan, one of the founders of the 
Honour a Woman campaign, that the system itself was ‘broken’. McGowan 
pointed to the significance of ongoing inequity, suggesting that ‘[w]hen you 
are recognised it gives you a level of gravitas that can’t be bought’, and that 
honours ‘increase the opportunities for people in their career’.3 Ahead of the 

1  Tom McIlroy, ‘Men Set to Dominate Queen’s Birthday Honours, Again’, Australian Financial 
Review, 5 June 2020 [online].
2  Ean Higgins, ‘Honours Pendulum Swinging to Women’, Australian, 7 June 2020 [online].
3  David Hardaker, ‘Why Are Women Under-Represented in the Order of Australia Awards?’ 
23  July 2020, Crikey, accessed 10  June 2020, www.crikey.com.au/2020/07/23/why-are-women-
under-represented-in-the-order-of-australia-awards/.

http://www.crikey.com.au/2020/07/23/why-are-women-under-represented-in-the-order-of-australia-awards/
http://www.crikey.com.au/2020/07/23/why-are-women-under-represented-in-the-order-of-australia-awards/
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next list, in January 2021, Hurley agreed in an interview that critiques of 
the gender balance of honours were just, and noted that this was something 
he wanted to alter.4

The years 2020 and 2021 also saw controversies over individual awards. 
The conferral of the AM (Member of the Order of Australia) on the sex 
therapist Bettina Arndt in the Australia Day list in 2020 was criticised 
by a number of people, among them former Australian of the Year 
Rosie Batty and the attorney-general of Victoria, Jill Hennessy. The 
latter reportedly wrote to Hurley to request that Arndt’s award—which, 
according to the citation, she had received partly for service ‘to gender 
equity through advocacy for men’—be cancelled, as did Victorian State 
parliamentarian Tim Smith and senator Sarah Henderson.5 In her letter, 
Henderson suggested that remarks that Arndt had made on Twitter 
regarding the murder of Hannah Clarke and her children in February, 
in which she had congratulated the police in Queensland for remaining 
open-minded, even to the chance that Clarke’s estranged husband could 
‘have been “driven too far”’, amounted to ‘conduct which has brought 
disrepute on the Order’ and thereby provided grounds for the termination 
of her award.6 Hurley referred this correspondence to the council for the 
Order of Australia, along with some regarding the writer and radio host 
Mike Carlton, whose June 2020 award had also been criticised due to 
tweets he had made.7 Some months later, Shane Stone, the chair of the 
council, announced that both would retain their awards, noting that 
‘recommendations for an award were not “an endorsement of the political, 
religious or social views of recipients”’, and that honours were usually only 
revoked in cases involving ‘criminal convictions, adverse court findings 

4  Jacqueline Maley and Nigel Gladstone, ‘Order of Australia Biased Against Women, Admits 
Governor-General’, Sydney Morning Herald, 22 January 2021 [online].
5  Luke Henriques-Gomes, ‘Rosie Batty “Dismayed” by Decision to Give Bettina Arndt an Australia 
Day Honour’, Guardian (Australia), 27 January 2020 [online]; Luke Henriques-Gomes, ‘Bettina Arndt’s 
Order of Australia Honour Referred to Awards Council for Review’, Guardian (Australia), 24 February 
2020 [online]; Australian Government, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, ‘Australian 
Honours Search Facility’, It’s an Honour, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, accessed 
13 June 2021, honours.pmc.gov.au/honours/awards/2005258.
6  Letter from Sarah Henderson, Liberal Senator for Victoria, to Shane Stone, Chairman of the 
Council for the Order of Australia, 24 February 2020, accessed 15 October 2020, sarahhenderson.
com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/200224-Letter-Mr-Shane-Stone-AC-QC.pdf.
7  Paul Karp, ‘Bettina Arndt and Mike Carlton Can Keep Their Orders of Australia, Council 
Decides’, Guardian (Australia), 4  September 2020 [online]; Jenna Price, ‘Who Should Pick Our 
Australia Day Honourees’, Canberra Times, 4 September 2020 [online].

http://honours.pmc.gov.au/honours/awards/2005258
http://sarahhenderson.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/200224-Letter-Mr-Shane-Stone-AC-QC.pdf
http://sarahhenderson.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/200224-Letter-Mr-Shane-Stone-AC-QC.pdf
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or misrepresentations about personal achievements’.8 ‘Unanimous 
community approval,’ Stone was quoted explaining, ‘is not a criteria for 
council to make a recommendation’.9

June’s list drew further fire, with awards to several former politicians, 
particularly Tony Abbott, Bronwyn Bishop, Philip Ruddock, and Graham 
Richardson, attracting criticism.10 And in January 2021 a wave of criticism 
greeted the news that tennis player Margaret Court was to be elevated 
to AC (Companion of the Order of Australia). The Victorian premier, 
Daniel Andrews, was among those to lambast Court’s honour on the 
grounds that her position on LGBTQI+ rights made her an inappropriate 
person for the nation to honour. Andrews said:

I don’t believe that she has views that accord with the vast majority 
of people across our nation that see people, particularly from the 
LGBTQ community, as equal and deserving of dignity, respect 
and safety.

‘I don’t believe she shares those views,’ he continued, ‘and I don’t believe 
she should be honoured because of that.’11 Requests were made for the 
award to be reviewed, and several people—medical practitioner Clara Tuck 
Meng Soo, medical researcher Caroline de Costa, artist Peter Kingston, 
and journalist Kerry O’Brien—were reported to be returning their own 
awards in protest against Court’s award.12 In the Sydney Morning Herald, 
Clara Tuck Meng Soo stated that:

8  Luke Henriques-Gomes, ‘Bettina Arndt’s Order of Australia Honour Referred to Awards 
Council for Review’, Guardian (Australia), 24 February 2020 [online]; Sharri Markson, ‘PM Under 
Pressure to Review Honours System’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 10 June 2020 [online]; Paul Karp, 
‘Bettina Arndt and Mike Carlton Can Keep Their Orders of Australia, Council Decides’, Guardian 
(Australia), 4 September 2020 [online].
9  Paul Karp, ‘Bettina Arndt and Mike Carlton Can Keep Their Orders of Australia, Council 
Decides’, Guardian (Australia), 4 September 2020 [online].
10  Michael Koziol, ‘“It is a Secret Society”: Does Our Honours System Need a Shake Up?’ Sydney 
Morning Herald, 28 June 2020 [online]; Orietta Guerrera, ‘“Irrelevant and Out of Touch”: Readers 
Respond to Queen’s Birthday Honours List’, Sydney Morning Herald, 12 June 2020 [online].
11  ‘Courting Controversy: Backlash Grows Over Margaret Court’s Australia Day Gong’, 23 January 
2021, updated 25  January 2021, New Daily, accessed 14  June 2021, thenewdaily.com.au/news/
national/2021/01/23/margaret-court-australia-day-backlash/.
12  Rashida Yosufzai, ‘Council Asked to Review Margaret Court’s Australia Day Honour as More 
Return Awards in “Disgust”’, 28 January 2021, SBS News, accessed 14 June 2021, www.sbs.com.
au/news/council-asked-to-review-margaret-court-s-australia-day-honour-as-more-return-awards-in-
disgust.

http://thenewdaily.com.au/news/national/2021/01/23/margaret-court-australia-day-backlash/
http://thenewdaily.com.au/news/national/2021/01/23/margaret-court-australia-day-backlash/
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/council-asked-to-review-margaret-court-s-australia-day-honour-as-more-return-awards-in-disgust
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/council-asked-to-review-margaret-court-s-australia-day-honour-as-more-return-awards-in-disgust
http://www.sbs.com.au/news/council-asked-to-review-margaret-court-s-australia-day-honour-as-more-return-awards-in-disgust
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Someone elevated to the highest civilian honour in Australia 
should not only have reached the pinnacle of achievements in 
their field of endeavour … but should also be considered a role 
model by the rest of the Australian community.13

Such controversies raise significant and difficult questions regarding the 
place and purpose of official honours: are they bestowed for achievements 
in a particular field, or as recognition of a whole person? Should one’s 
views on a given issue disqualify one for receiving an honour for work or 
achievements in another field of activity? And what actions, omissions, 
or opinions are sufficient to disqualify a person from an award? As ever, 
community opinion on these questions is not unanimous. Writing about 
the June 2020 list, at least one commentator expressed a willingness to see 
at least some controversial figures receive awards. In a piece in the Sydney 
Morning Herald, Xavier Symons reflected on his youthful indignation at 
the 2012 award of an AC to the philosopher Peter Singer, an honour he 
had protested at the time. Looking back, he felt that his earlier argument 
that ‘someone as controversial as Singer’ should not be ‘raise[d] up … as 
a model of Australian excellence’ was incorrect. Instead, considering the 
recent award made to Abbott, he now believed there was ‘a clear danger in 
basing the criteria for an Order of Australia on a partisan view of politics 
and society’, and that ‘[t]he way in which we celebrate achievement 
and service should reflect the plurality of reasonable worldviews that 
characterise our community’. Thus, he argued:

We should be willing to accept the full implications of 
a commitment to liberal pluralism, even if we vehemently disagree 
with the politics and philosophy of those whom this might 
protect—or, in this case, honour.14

The COVID-19 pandemic also prompted some discussion of who really 
deserves rewards such as these. Writing in the Sydney Morning Herald in 
August 2020, Margaret Fitzherbert expressed her ‘hope that along with 
all the other painful disruptions it’s brought, COVID-19 also disrupts 
Australia’s honours system’. She listed several ‘inadequacies’ of the system 
as she perceived them, including that ‘most recipients are white, male and 
middle class’, and that ‘[t]oo many people seem to get a medal simply for 

13  Clara Tuck Meng Soo, ‘Why I Handed Back My Order of Australia, and Why Margaret Court 
Should Be Stripped of Hers’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24 January 2021 [online].
14  Xavier Symons, ‘Tony Abbott’s Views May Be Repellent to Many but that’s No Reason Not to 
Honour Him’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10 June 2020 [online].
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doing their already well-paid jobs’. The ‘brave and caring people … on 
the front line with COVID-19’, including medical staff, volunteers, and 
necessary workers, were providing ‘a master class in what service to the 
community looks like’. Drawing parallels with the service medals received 
by military personnel and the police, Fitzherbert suggested ‘a COVID-19 
service medal for those at the front line’.15 Yet these comments perhaps 
reveal more about which jobs are seen as most valuable to the community, 
given that many of these workers are also arguably doing their jobs, 
albeit well and in difficult and potentially dangerous conditions. At least 
one commentator even wondered if the institution in its current form 
was under threat. ‘The unveiling of honours lists are rarely without 
controversy,’ observed Orietta Guerrera in the Sydney Morning Herald, 
‘but are we seeing a groundswell for a reinvention of the awards systems?’ 
She pointed to ‘sharp criticism’ of the awards to Abbott, Bishop, and other 
former politicians from readers, quoting a range of comments, including 
several critical of the conferral of awards on those perceived to have simply 
done their jobs. The paper’s chief political correspondent, David Crowe, 
observed that ‘the feedback made him “wonder why we don’t invert 
the entire system”’ and why ‘volunteers doing huge work in their local 
communities’ received only an OAM (Medal of the Order of Australia), 
while ‘the well-connected and wealthy’ received higher awards.16 Yet as 
I have demonstrated, such criticisms are not new: heated debate over both 
individual recipients and broader patterns in the conferral of awards have 
taken place before.

Indeed, as this history has shown, several themes endure in understandings 
and debates about the honours system in Australia. These themes have 
persisted even while the system itself has changed in profound ways, from 
its expansion to include more groups of people and occupations to the 
inclusion of women, and from the creation of new national awards to 
the ending of the use of British awards. If it has generally existed quietly 
out of public attention (apart from the brief flurry of interest when each 
new list is announced), the Australian honours system, as a way for the 
nation, through its leaders, to recognise and acknowledge great service and 

15  Margaret Fitzherbert, ‘COVID-19 Community Spirit Reveals Honours System’s Flaws’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 4 August 2020 [online].
16  Orietta Guerrera, ‘“Irrelevant and Out of Touch”: Readers Respond to Queen’s Birthday 
Honours List’, Sydney Morning Herald, 12  June 2020 [online]; David Crowe, ‘“History will be 
Kind”: Abbott Says Cuts Paved Way for COVID-19 Response’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 June 2020 
[online]. See  also the criticisms expressed in Michael Koziol, ‘“It is a Secret Society”: Does Our 
Honours System Need a Shake Up?’ Sydney Morning Herald, 28 June 2020 [online].
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achievement, has also on occasion been a focus of intense debate. It has 
been the site of apathy and lack of knowledge, with many people unaware 
of the differences between the various grades, but also of great passion and 
contestation, as when Abbott brought back knighthoods and conferred 
one on Prince Philip. To many it may seem relatively unimportant when 
placed alongside weighty matters of economic or social policy that affect 
our lives in more obviously concrete ways, but as a symbolic means to 
recognise service and achievement it is a significant national institution, 
and an opportunity to celebrate and encourage that which we consider 
worthy. Its history shows that this imperative has always been present 
within it, negotiated alongside other imperatives and practicalities, such 
as the usefulness of the system for patronage purposes, or its entanglement 
with political and constitutional realities.

Over the past two centuries, Australia’s honours system has changed 
along with wider social and cultural realities, and along with the country’s 
constitutional and political arrangements and its own conception of itself 
and its place in the world. In his history of the British honours system, 
Tobias Harper suggested there was a ‘fundamental tension at the heart of ’ 
that system, ‘between hierarchy and merit and between new elites and 
old regimes’.17 We might add as well, between service, as in the dedicated 
work of volunteers and perhaps even in one’s job, and accomplishment, 
as in the world-beating achievements of sports stars. Such a tension—in 
the Australian system as in the British—is captured in awards to eminent 
medical researchers and similar figures, whose lives and work demonstrate 
both service to humanity and immense professional accomplishment 
based on their talents and abilities. Thus another fundamental question 
lies at the heart of the system: what is merit? Is it possible to agree on what 
is meritorious? Or, to return to the tension between hierarchy and merit, 
what is most meritorious, and therefore deserving of the highest awards?

The history of honours—both imperial and national—in Australia 
epitomises other tensions as well, particularly two longstanding tensions 
in Australian history. First, it has encapsulated the ongoing tug-of-
war that has existed between the opposing values of egalitarianism and 
hierarchy, between abandoning the class structures of the Old World to 
create a new and more equal society, or reproducing those structures in 

17  Tobias Harper, From Servants of the Empire to Everyday Heroes: The British Honours System in the 
Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 26. doi.org/10.1093/oso/978019884 
1180.001.0001.

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198841180.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198841180.001.0001
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this new setting. Honours have also acted as a flashpoint for a second, and 
related, tug-of-war in Australian history, between maintaining and valuing 
imperial links and the country’s British character, and breaking away from 
that past as a fully independent nation with its own distinctive identity. 
Over the years, as the ongoing debates about honours demonstrate, the 
nation’s two major political groupings developed sharply different visions 
of Australia’s future in these two respects. In this way, then, the history of 
honours in Australia may be seen as a series of battles in an ongoing war 
for the nation’s character.

There were few signs of any such future struggles in the early history 
of the British honours system in Australia. The system was small and 
highly exclusive during the first years of the Australasian colonies: it 
was centred on the aristocracy, linked to military service, and almost 
entirely male. As the number of awards bestowed on Australians increased 
dramatically, however, debate ignited over the appropriateness and use of 
titles of honour in democratic New World societies, where egalitarianism 
was already becoming a cherished ideal. From the beginning, honours 
held conflicting meanings. For some a valuable means of recognising 
individual merit and binding the empire together, they were for others 
inextricably—and unacceptably—linked to monarchy, aristocracy, and 
a hierarchical system of class privilege. With the coming of Federation 
in 1901, honours became a focus for struggles over prestige at another 
level as well, as the six powerful States sought to defend their prerogatives 
against the new federal government, while federal leaders attempted to 
assert the freshly created nation’s prestige within the wider British empire, 
to which they still felt pride in belonging.

The outbreak of war in 1914 brought a permanent transformation to the 
system when the King announced the creation of the Order of the British 
Empire. Almost at the same moment, however, the entire institution 
was threatened with extinction in Australia by the revelations emerging 
about the selling of honours for political purposes by the Lloyd George 
Government in Britain. While unsuccessful, attempts to end the conferral 
of imperial honours or titles played into an emerging political divide, as 
the Australian Labor Party solidified its opposition to them, thus adding 
a new dimension to the clash between federal and State authorities over 
the right to nominate for honours and setting off a long contest between 
Labor and non-Labor forces. At the same time, the interwar decades 
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were a high point of women’s participation in the system, with women 
receiving awards in proportions that would not be reached again until the 
end of the century.

During the long years of Liberal Party Government after World War II, the 
honours system entered a period of relative stability, although Liberal use 
of awards did not go entirely unchallenged. By the late 1960s, however, 
a new air of scepticism about the value of monarchy, authority, and the 
British connection had arisen, shifting the scale once more towards those 
who valued egalitarianism above hierarchy, and national identity above 
imperial. The newly assertive mood of this era, in which writers, artists, 
politicians, and thinkers sought a bolder, more vibrant, and more self-
consciously Australian identity, created more favourable ground for the 
creation of a uniquely Australian honour. It was that transformative 
whirlwind of a prime minister, Gough Whitlam, who brought the idea to 
fruition in the form of the Order of Australia, creating another flashpoint 
in the ongoing contest over honours through its attempts to enshrine 
egalitarianism over hierarchy by rejecting titular honours, and to assert 
the country’s increasing distance from its British beginnings. In the 
context of increasingly virulent divisions over States’ rights, the order also 
became a theatre in that ongoing war, to which the election of Whitlam 
had given a new intensity, and which had throughout the century shaped 
the history of the honours system in ways distinct to the trajectories taken 
in other former British dominions and colonies.

As the country’s next prime minister, Liberal leader Malcolm Fraser 
attempted to satisfy a deeply divided population by reverting to more 
traditional forms in the nation’s ceremonial life, while also retaining 
some aspects of the Whitlam-era symbolic landscape. Such efforts both 
to maintain the nation’s British heritage and develop its independent 
identity could seem confused, but they were a reflection of just how 
divided the country was over issues of identity, heritage, and future 
pathways. Two different visions of the nation coexisted, one emphasising 
the country’s British heritage and broadly accepting of hierarchical social 
structures, and the other valuing egalitarianism and national autonomy 
and distinctiveness. By the 1990s, however, bipartisan support for the 
cessation of British honours was emerging and they were finally abolished 
in 1992. Yet as both the final chapter and this epilogue have demonstrated, 
this decisive move did not mean the end of controversy for the honours 
system, or of the divisions over visions of the country’s character and 
future. Nevertheless, by the time of Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s 
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revival of knighthoods and damehoods within the Order of Australia 
in 2014, it was evident that there had been a slow but steady—perhaps 
generational—change in ideas about the nation’s identity and place in the 
world. The powerful reaction against the return of titles, and especially 
against Abbott’s choice to confer one of the titles on Prince Philip the 
following year—not to mention the speed with which the titles were 
once more removed from the order by another Liberal prime minister, 
Malcolm Turnbull—revealed the extent to which one vision of the nation 
had triumphed. The triumph of this vision of Australia is not complete, 
but the swift ending of Abbott’s initiative showed clearly its ascendency in 
the second decade of the twenty-first century.

The story of honours in Australia can be understood at three related 
levels. It is, firstly, an Australian story, shaped in distinctive ways by 
the nature of the country’s federal system, which gives strong powers 
and responsibilities to its constituent States, and by the differences in 
the visions for the country’s future of its major political parties. It is 
also a colonial or New World story, sharing much with the history of 
honours in other former parts of the British empire, and especially the 
former dominions. In this way, the history of honours in Australia is 
part of a larger phenomenon, that of decolonisation. As A. G. Hopkins 
suggested in 2008, there is a parallel to be found between the ‘moment 
of decolonization’ in former British colonies, where new national flags, 
anthems, and other symbols were created as part of the break with the 
empire, and the similar changes taking place in the dominions at around 
the same time. Hopkins considered these changes more than ‘mere window 
dressing’: in his view the formation of new civic emblems ‘represented 
a  fundamental and remarkably neglected transformation of the whole 
of the empire-Commonwealth’, and were

in some respects  …  more profound than the achievement of 
formal independence was for the colonies because they involved 
the destruction of the core concept of Britishness, which had given 
unity and vitality to Greater Britain overseas, and the creation 
of new national identities.18

18  A. G. Hopkins, ‘Rethinking Decolonization’, Past and Present 200, no. 1 (2008): 211, 215. 
doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtn015. A more precise term for this process may be ‘de-dominionisation’, 
for while Australia, Canada, and New Zealand are post-imperial nations, they are not postcolonial. 
Phillip Buckner, ‘Introduction: Canada and the British Empire’, in Canada and the British Empire, 
ed. Phillip Buckner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 15. The term ‘de-dominionisation’ was 
coined by Jim Davidson in 1979. See Jim Davidson, ‘De-Dominionisation Revisited’, Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 51, no. 1 (2005): 108–13. doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.2005.00364.x.

http://doi.org/10.1093/pastj/gtn015
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.2005.00364.x
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Australia’s experience of honours shares resonances with New Zealand and 
Canada in particular, both in terms of the country’s gradual disentangling 
from Britain and the growth of an independent national identity, and of 
the cherishing of values of egalitarianism and supposed classlessness as 
against the hierarchy of the Old World. For Harper, the abandonment 
of British honours across the former empire is, in a sense, a story of that 
system’s failure: 

[a failure] to create a sense of imperial or national unity and … win 
the loyalty of its recipients and their communities to a higher ideal 
of service and deference to the nation and empire.19

Yet it might also be seen, from another perspective, as a successful 
transition, in which a British institution has been made national, as 
discussed below. Finally, the story of honours in Australia may be seen as 
part of a more global story, or at least a Western story, in which society has 
moved away from hierarchy towards an embrace of the values of equality, 
egalitarianism, and inclusivity.

Throughout this book, I have also concentrated on the theme of inclusion 
and diversity. In the aftermath of Abbott’s short-lived restoration of 
knighthoods and damehoods, the most persistent controversy regarding 
the honours system has undoubtedly been the stubbornly unequal ratio 
of male and female awards. The Honour a Woman campaign, and the 
publicity around the gender inequity of the biennial announcements, 
appears to have had some impact, with women outnumbering men at the 
top of the list—the level of the AC—for the first time in 2018, and a slowly 
increasing proportion of awards overall going to women.20 There is no 
doubt, however, that gender inequity has been one of the enduring themes 
of the history of honours, a feature of criticisms of the system since at least 
the 1890s. A century on, the proportions of awards going to women, 
and the split between the various levels, remains an issue. One reason 
for this, as many feminist critics have suggested, is likely inherent in the 
criteria for the awards, which tend to privilege internationally prominent 
work and achievement over local and community efforts, which have 

19  Harper, Servants of the Empire, 248.
20  Heather Ford, Tamson Pietsch, and Kelly Tall have also observed the impact of the Honour 
a Woman campaign, noting that it ‘has played an important role in increasing the number of women 
nominated and awarded’, although also that ‘there is still a way to go’. Heather Ford, Tamson Pietsch, 
and Kelly Tall, ‘Producing Distinction: Wikipedia and the Order of Australia’, 2021, University of 
Technology Sydney, accessed 12 June 2021, hfordsa.github.io/who-do-we-think-we-are.html.

http://hfordsa.github.io/who-do-we-think-we-are.html
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traditionally been where many women have made their contributions to 
society. While this does not necessarily mean that women will continue to 
receive lower-level awards in greater numbers than higher-level ones—it 
should go without saying that women are equally capable of achieving on 
the international stage as are men—it has assuredly been a factor in these 
patterns of gender inequity in the past.

Apart from the issue of gender, one of the enduring criticisms of the 
honours system has been that such work—voluntary, unpaid, for one’s 
community—has not received the same level of recognition as has 
dedicated service and achievement in other fields of activity that themselves 
are well remunerated and bring a level of prominence and prestige, be 
that in politics, the public service, business, or the professions. This has 
certainly been a persistent theme, and possibly also a growing critique, 
as society has changed and moved away from older modes of deference 
to positions of authority such as statesmen, judges, and professionals; 
certainly it was a key piece of feedback in the submissions to the review 
in 1995. According to Harper’s assessment of the British system, what has 
happened has been that:

[s]hifts in the moral economy of service culminated in a move 
towards the celebration of working- and middle-class voluntary 
service at the low levels of the system and professional eminence 
and visible wealth at the top.21

As an issue for the honours system, this critique has also been linked to 
gender inequity, for women have in the past had fewer opportunities, and 
have held correspondingly fewer of such positions as tended to attract 
high honours. Again, over time, the situation may change: as women enter 
more and more such roles, these patterns in the awarding of honours may 
eventually no longer cause gender inequity. It is, however, part of a larger 
question about inclusivity and diversity, not only in terms of demographic 
factors—for although it is not possible to confirm statistically, it seems 
almost certain that Indigenous Australians and non-Anglo-Celtic migrants 
have been under-represented in the conferral of awards—but also in terms 
of all the various ways that people live and work and contribute to their 
society. The Australian Dictionary of Biography, another institution that 
is dedicated to recognising the significant life, and which has also been 
plagued by problems of under-representation of women and non-Anglo-

21  Harper, Servants of the Empire, 251.
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Celtic Australians, has always prided itself on attempting to include the 
representative life as well as the significant.22 While difficult to arrange 
operationally, perhaps this points to a model for the honours system, 
which might allow those who are exemplary in other fields of occupation 
and activity than those traditionally honoured to receive recognition for 
their endeavours.

These issues matter not only because some worthy individuals may 
miss out, but because of the importance of recognition itself. Matters 
of recognition are not issues of fringe importance, but are central to the 
feminist project of women’s equality, and to all movements for equal 
rights and inclusion. Honours—like statues, placenames, and other 
symbols of recognition—acknowledge achievements and contributions 
by making them visible, and thereby stake a claim for their significance in 
our history. Full participation in a society is not merely a matter of rights 
and freedoms, but of being able to see oneself as a welcomed part of that 
society. Being able to recognise oneself in the lists of recipients of honours 
is thus important. It can inspire us to achieve and to serve others, and it 
can provide role models, allowing us to imagine ourselves contributing 
to our societies in a range of ways. Just as the drive to interpret the 
personal as political in the 1970s was partly about recognition—having 
one’s realities, challenges, and stories acknowledged—the importance of 
diversity and inclusion in honours is about being seen, having the nation 
recognise  and value the range of ways its members contribute to our 
wellbeing as a community.23

Yet the difficulty of levels of award remains, and has been a persistent one 
for honours systems in the former British settler colonies of Australia, New 
Zealand, and Canada, all of which pride themselves on their egalitarian 
and classless ethos. These views have led some to feel uncomfortable 
about the very idea of dividing recipients of honours into grades: each is 
worthy, and how difficult to say that some are more worthy than others. 
In 1998, the Sydney Morning Herald suggested there was ‘something 
inherently unAustralian in an honours list that differentiates the worth 
of various honours winners with titles of Companion, Officers, Members 
and Awardees of the Medal’, a ‘differentiation’ that was ‘based, essentially, 

22  See ‘Frequently Asked Questions’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, accessed 15 October 2020, 
adb.anu.edu.au/faqs/.
23  On the personal as political, see Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: The Personal, the Political, and the 
Making of Modern Australia (Sydney: NewSouth, 2019).
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on the class system gradations in Britain which remain the basis for its 
honours system’, whereas the Australian system ‘was set up, supposedly, 
to be classless’.24 At the same time, there has always been a tension in that 
there remains a desire to raise up those whose services and achievements 
are seen to be especially deserving of recognition, and a concern that if an 
honours system had only one level of award, the standard would be so high 
that few awards would be given. These are almost intractable problems. 
As Harper has noted in the British context, even as class was ‘formally’ 
excluded from honours determinations, hierarchy remained. ‘Merit had 
a rank’, and judgements—often reflecting old patterns in the conferral 
of awards—were still made about which services and achievements were 
deserving of the highest honours.25

For the most part, Australians seem to have come to a general consensus 
that while titles are unacceptable, a range of grades is broadly acceptable. 
One reason for this stance may be that the particular titles used, coming 
out of the particular history that they do, carry a whiff of aristocracy 
that is deeply uncomfortable for many people who are not inherently 
discomforted by titles per se—if they are perceived to be earned (the lack of 
outcry over titles such as Doctor, Reverend, or Colonel being suggestive). 
The uproar around Abbott’s restoration of knighthoods and damehoods 
indicates how wide this basic consensus appears to be: that an Australian 
system of honours is a good thing, that it is widely esteemed and valued, 
and that it should be egalitarian to the extent that no recipients are 
elevated above others by the conferral of titles, at least those that evoke 
Old World class associations. At the same time, as noted above, there is 
also a clear public belief that the most worthy recipients are those who 
generally receive the lowest honours: dedicated local volunteers who serve 
their communities without expecting reward.

Part of the furore around Abbott’s revival of titles, of course, was about 
Australian identity in another way: that of the country as independent as 
well as egalitarian. While it must be evident to any cursory examination 
that the Order of Australia derives from the British model of honours, the 
fact that many saw the re-establishment of titles as the revival of imperial 
awards was deeply revealing. The discomfort, on another level, was not 
so much about the titles themselves as about their meanings in a context 
of an Australia that now felt—and was—fully independent from Britain. 

24  ‘Australia Day Honours List?’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 January 1998, 16.
25  Harper, Servants of the Empire, 245.
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The idea that something imperial had been revived then, was a large part 
of the uproar. It is also the source of one ongoing complaint about the 
honours system, which is that one of the two annual lists of awards is 
announced on Queen’s Birthday. In 2003, for instance, an editorial in the 
Sydney Morning Herald questioned ‘whether the Queen’s birthday holiday 
is still an appropriate awards date for a mature multicultural Australia’, and 
the following year the Australian argued that it was ‘time to acknowledge 
that we are honouring the achievements of Australians for Australians 
and change the name of the mid-year awards’.26 A similar argument 
appeared in a piece by John Warhurst in the Canberra Times in 2005. 
Warhurst supported the views of Senator Guy Barnett, who was seeking 
‘to “Australianise” our institutions and honours system’, and argued that 
as an occasion for distributing the awards, ‘the Queen’s Birthday is now 
clearly inappropriate as it fails the basic test of being an occasion that 
enhances the distinctive Australian character of the awards’.27 Again in 
2006, the Sydney Morning Herald suggested that announcing awards on 
the Queen’s Birthday holiday ‘might have made sense when Australia’s 
awards were imperial honours’, and argued that all the honours ought 
now to be presented on Australia Day.28

Perhaps these kinds of issues have played a part in the elevation of the 
Australian of the Year award, announced on 26 January alongside the first 
of the two annual honours lists, to a status alongside or perhaps above the 
Order of Australia in the public mind. Having started uncertainly, and 
been caught up in many of the same issues and tensions as the honours 
system itself in the 1970s and 1980s, the Australian of the Year award 
has become a national event that attracts interest and support.29 Indeed, 
a great part of the outrage over Abbott’s award of the AK (Knight of the 
Order of Australia) to Prince Philip was that it was seen to overshadow 
the award of Australian of the Year to the domestic violence campaigner 
Rosie Batty. As a smaller-scale award, in the sense that it is given to 
a  small number of individuals, and after State and territory finals, the 

26  ‘Happy Birthday King George’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10 June 2003, 10; ‘No Name for Aussie 
Awards’, Australian, 14 June 2004, 8.
27  John Warhurst, ‘It’s Time for the Next Evolutionary Step in Our Honours System’, Canberra 
Times, 1 July 2005, 17.
28  ‘A Matter of Honour’, Sydney Morning Herald, 12 June 2006, 12 [online].
29  For a comparison of the Order of Australia and the Australian of the Year award in the 1970s 
and 1980s, see Karen Fox and Samuel Furphy, ‘The Politics of National Recognition: Honouring 
Australians in a Post-Imperial World’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 63, no.  1 (2017): 
93–111. doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12317.
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Australian of the Year award perhaps attracts greater interest than does the 
long list of appointments to the Order of Australia. With its system that 
gives one person the year of their incumbency to campaign on an issue of 
their choice, it bestows a greater visibility on that individual than other 
recipients of honours have (including those who receive the associated 
senior, young, and local hero Australian of the Year awards). It has at times 
had a higher proportion of Indigenous recipients and women, and it has 
become a significant part of Australia’s honorific landscape. It is not, 
however, a replacement for Australia’s honours system, which allows for 
the recognising of larger numbers of people in a variety of fields across 
the country. The two systems seem to have reached an equilibrium and to 
complement each other.

Australia’s honours system has been made national, undoubtedly, but it 
also carries and will continue to carry the country’s British heritage. As 
Harper has pointed out in the case of the Order of Canada, from which 
Australia drew inspiration for its own order, the new national system 
‘did not revolutionize what it replaced’: ‘[a] three-tier honour with the 
Queen at its head had been a staple of the British system’.30 Unless the 
entire structure of the award system is changed, this will remain the 
case, even if Australia becomes a republic and replaces the Queen as 
the fount of honour with a president. Yet this need not be considered 
a matter for lament. Like the parliamentary system itself, the honours 
system is a British institution that has been made Australia’s own. None 
of the ongoing debates and controversies around the system have really 
threatened it—perhaps the most serious was an internal threat, in that it 
was corruption through the selling of awards in Britain that brought the 
system closest to disestablishment in Australia. While it has occasionally 
been suggested that the time had come to do away with the whole thing, 
the majority of criticisms have been aimed more at ensuring that the 
system best reflects the things that Australians truly want to celebrate and 
recognise—the kinds of achievements and service they believe are most 
admirable, and which most reflect what Australians value.

At the same time, some of the most passionate arguments and 
controversies about honours have not really been about honours as 
means for recognising merit at all, or at least, not wholly or solely about 
honours. In settler societies such as Australia and New Zealand, from 

30  Harper, Servants of the Empire, 154.
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the nineteenth century to the twenty-first, many debates about titles 
and honours have been proxies for debates about much deeper issues 
of identity and constitutional arrangements. They have been about the 
country’s British heritage and relationship with Britain, and the extent 
that should be maintained or disregarded; about the extent to which 
Australia should mirror or repudiate British models of society in terms of 
class; or about the ongoing connection to the monarchy and whether that 
should be retained or abandoned. Likewise, the arguments and criticisms 
about gender inequity in the system, or about other issues of diversity 
and inclusion, should not be seen as closed debates about the honours 
system. They too are lenses on to wider social and political issues, such 
as the extent to which Australian society, politics, and culture generally 
embrace and make room for diversity, or fail to do so, and the extent 
to which women and minorities feel there is room for them to flourish 
and be recognised as an integral and valuable part of the community. 
It is perhaps this proxy nature that makes arguments about honours so 
passionate, in the nineteenth as well as the twenty-first centuries. We are 
not really arguing merely over whether Bob or Mary deserves recognition, 
or at what level, but over our values: what matters to us, and whether we 
feel that we are an integral and valuable part of the community.

To end on an uplifting note, this is why the honours system is important. 
It is, at heart, the nation’s opportunity to say that some things are worth 
celebrating—our love and concern for our neighbours, expressed in many 
and varied ways, be it through voluntary work or life-saving medical 
research, through dedication to our work and the community in the best 
traditions of public service, or through the creation of beautiful artworks 
to inspire and uplift. In an era of great negativity and difficulty, of 
economic tribulation and ‘haters’ on social media, of disposable celebrities 
whose physical forms are admired above their hearts, of self-aggrandising 
politics and a me-above-others pursuit of wealth and fame, this is surely 
a valuable thing. We should treasure it, and guard it, and make it our 
own, nominating and recognising those who inspire us and give us hope, 
wherever they are found.



This text is taken from Honouring a Nation: A History of Australia’s 
Honours System, by Karen Fox, published 2022, The Australian National 
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