Introduction

Late one afternoon in March 2014, Prime Minister Tony Abbott made
an announcement as unexpected as it was controversial: knighthoods
and damehoods would return to the Order of Australia. Described by
the prime minister as ‘an important grace note in our national life’, the
titles had last been conferred in the 1980s.! Their reinstatement generated
a storm of public debate, with many observers mocking the idea of titular
distinctions in an egalitarian democracy and depicting the decision as a
nostalgic attempt to revive an imperial past long since outgrown. Christine
Milne, the leader of the Green Party, was quoted suggesting that Abbott
was attempting to establish a ‘bunyip aristocracy’ in Australia, while the
national director of the Australian Republican Movement, David Morris,
reportedly said the move was ‘turning the clock back to a colonial frame
of mind that we have outgrown as a nation’.? Abbott’s initiative took
on new political significance in January 2015, when he selected Prince
Philip for one of the titles. As Aaron Patrick observed, if the decision to
revive knighthoods had been unpopular, the awards ‘were only a minor
blip on the political landscape’, eccentric but harmless. The choice of
Prince Philip as a recipient, on the other hand, brought national ridicule.?
Journalists and political commentators portrayed it as a sign that Abbott
was out of touch with public opinion, and many have since considered it
a crucial element in his downfall.

1 Tony Abbott, ‘Press Conference, Parliament House, Canberra, transcript, 25 March 2014, PM
Transcripts: Transcripts from the Prime Ministers of Australia, Australian Government, Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet, accessed 3 June 2019, pmtranscripts.pmc.gov.au/release/transcript-23367.
2 Jared Owens, “Tony Abbott Living in the Past by Restoring Knights and Dames, Say Critics’,
Australian, 26 March 2014 [online]; Matthew Knott, “Tony Abbott Reintroduces Knight and Dame
Honours for Australians’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 March 2014 [online].

3 Aaron Patrick, Credlin & Co.: How the Abbott Government Destroyed Itself (Melbourne: Black
Inc., 2016), 105-16, quote on 107.
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As these events recede into the past, it may be tempting to consider the brief
revival of Australian knighthoods, and the controversy over Prince Philip’s
award, as merely sound and fury, signifying very little—nothing more
than an individual act by an out-of-touch prime minister that was quickly
reversed by his successor. But these events were significant for more than
just their impact upon the Abbott Government: they also reinvigorated an
important and ongoing debate in Australia’s national life. How should the
honours system express the nation? Do Australians look back to a British
heritage for models of honour and people to recognise and revere, or
embrace that which has developed as distinctively Australian? What
values and achievements does the community most want to celebrate, and
whom does it most highly esteem? How can the honours system be made
inclusive and meaningful for all Australians? Although the controversies
erupting around the reintroduction of knighthoods and damehoods
in 2014, and the award to Prince Philip the following year, sometimes
seemed to have come from nowhere, they were in fact only the latest
in a string of occasions when Australia’s honours system became a focus
of public debate. Canvassing ideas about the nation and its relationship
with Britain, issues of inclusivity and diversity, and contested concepts
of merit and recognition, these earlier debates were rarely remembered
in the avalanche of commentary about Abbott’s honours decisions, but
they display a remarkable continuity over more than a century. In each
case, the honours system became an arena for much bigger arguments,
a receptacle for all kinds of symbolic meanings, and a proxy for debating
crucial issues of place, identity, values, and citizenship. A history of this
national institution, and of the battles it has generated, is long overdue.
In this book I aim to tell this story.

Honours systems in Australia and
the world

Most countries in the world have an honours system. Often complex,
sometimes elaborate, these constellations of awards are almost as
indispensable a part of statehood as flags, anthems, and coats of arms.
In the English-speaking world in the twenty-first century, they are
usually conceived as a way to recognise and celebrate the achievements
and meritorious services of a country’s citizens in a wide variety of fields.
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The Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet has described honours
as ‘help[ing to] define, encourage and reinforce national aspirations, ideals
and standards by identifying role models’, and explained their purpose
as being ‘to recognise, celebrate and say thank you to those who make
a difference, those who achieve their best and those who serve others.4
Across the Tasman, New Zealand’s honours system has been similarly
portrayed as a means for the country ‘to say thanks and well done to
those who have served and those who have achieved’.’ In effect, modern
honours systems provide a means for the state to sanction and approve
particular kinds of achievements and service, thereby helping to shape the
way that ideas of merit, valuable service, and recognition are understood
within a particular society.

Right across Britain’s former empire, honours systems are generally
derived at least in part from that of the United Kingdom, as are most of
these countries’ legal, constitutional, and parliamentary institutions and
traditions. As the British empire expanded across the globe, so did the
British honours system. It would eventually come to be used in many parts
of the world, including the white settler dominions, such as Australia, New
Zealand, and Canada; India, the ‘jewel in the crown’ of the empire; and
the many British colonies and crown colonies, such as Jamaica, Barbados,
the Bahamas, and Belize. A variety of awards, some now obsolete and
others still in use, and the rituals and regulations associated with them,
formed a complex system that changed over time, as different strands
were discarded or created. While many of these countries—including
Australia, New Zealand, and Canada—have now established their own
national systems of awards, the British heritage of those systems can still
be seen in their forms, and in the ways they have been conceived, created,
and administered.

4 Australian Government, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, I#5s an Honour,
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, accessed 17 August 2017, www.pmc.gov.au/
government/its-honour.

5  Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet/Te Tari o te Pirimia me te Komiti Matua,
‘Overview of the New Zealand Royal Honours System’, Department of the Prime Minister
and Cabinet/Te Tari o te Pirimia me te Komiti Matua, accessed 17 August 2017, www.dpmc.govt.
nz/our-programmes/new-zealand-royal-honours/new-zealand-royal-honours-system/overview-new-
zealand-royal.
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When the decision was made to establish a penal colony on the
Australian continent, the British honours system was one of the most
exclusive in Europe. Yet small and highly restricted though it was, it
nevertheless consisted of several parts. At its apex was the peerage, the
group of people holding titles directly inherited from one generation
by the next: duke, marquess, earl, viscount, and baron, in descending
order of rank. Positioned between the peerage above and the knightage
below was the baronetage, created by King James I in 1611 to raise
funds for the royal coffers. In exchange for this hereditary dignity, the
200 gentlemen to whom it was offered were required to pay an amount
equalling three years of wages for 30 soldiers paid eight pence each per
day. Peers were addressed as ‘Lord’; baronets took the title ‘Sir’. Next came
the knightage. Knights were either created as simple knights—knights
bachelor, for example—or within an order of knighthood. In common
with baronets, they were granted the title of ‘Sir’, but unlike baronets,
theirs was not a hereditary honour, but held for life only.® Finally,
decorations such as medals, chains, or armorial augmentations, which did
not confer titles, were bestowed by the sovereign as marks of favour or
rewards for gallantry, bravery, or devotion to duty. Honours within the
peerage, baronetage, and knightage granted the holder a defined place in
the order of precedence, which dictated the seating at official and social
events, as well as the sequence in which people arrived, left, and were
greeted or announced on official occasions. All honours were also ranked
in an order of wearing, and regulations prescribed how insignia and
medals should be worn.

Until the 1970s, honours in Australia consisted almost entirely of the
knightage, and the lower-level awards incorporated into orders of
knighthood—the member, officer, and companion awards, which do
not confer titles but do bestow postnominals (letters after the name).
Hereditary honours were rarely granted in Australia, but proposals for
their use, opposition to them, and the infrequent grants that did take
place are significant to the discussion. I exclude decorations, which are
both extensive and of a different character to the orders of knighthood,

6 In this category were also knights banneret and Knights of the Bath, although both honours had
dropped out of use by the late eighteenth century and are therefore not discussed in this book. Knight
banneret was a medieval title, briefly revived as a military honour in 1743 when George II created
16 such knights. Antti Matikkala, The Orders of Knighthood and the Formation of the British Honours
System, 1660—1760 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2008), 1. Knight of the Bath was likewise a medieval
honour, and had last been used in 1661, at the coronation of Charles II. Peter Galloway, 7he Order of
the Bath (Chichester: Phillimore, 20006), 1.
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generally being used to reward gallantry rather than as marks of favour or
patronage. Many are military, or are given to members of other uniformed
services (such as police, firefighters, and ambulance personnel), although
several civilian bravery decorations also exist. A history of the use of
decorations in Australia would address different themes to those that
are the focus of this book. While awards in the orders of knighthood
could sometimes reward gallantry, the orders were part of a medieval and
early modern patronage system that slowly altered in character and use
as patronage became less acceptable, transforming into general honours
for marking and celebrating service to humanity or the nation, or great
achievement. It is the use of these honours in Australia that is the focus
of this history.’

Most prestigious of the orders of chivalry was the Most Noble Order
of the Garter. Officially recognised as having been founded in 1348 by
Edward III, it came to be considered one of the most valued orders in
Europe, and in the world.® Membership was restricted to 25 (later 24)
knights and the sovereign, although from the late eighteenth century
descendants of the king, and later also foreigners, could be appointed
as extra members.” Next in precedence was the Most Ancient and Most
Noble Order of the Thistle, the highest honour in Scotland. Although
held by legend to have been founded during the ninth century, and
claimed in some sources to have been first established by James III, King
of Scots (1460—1488), there is no reliable evidence that a Scottish order of
knighthood existed before 1687, when James II of England (James VII of
Scotland) instituted the Thistle ‘to reward Scottish peers who supported

7 Two other honours are also little mentioned in these pages. Privy councillorships, though
considered a mark of great honour in the Australasian colonies, are a somewhat unusual distinction.
Granting the right to use the prefix ‘Right Honourable’ and the postnominals ‘PC’, membership of
the Privy Council was an honour generally confined in the former dominions to senior politicians and
judges; it continued to be conferred in Australia for much of the twentieth century. The Hanoverian
Royal Guelphic Order is also excluded. This order was only briefly part of the British honours system,
between its creation in 1815 and the separation of the United Kingdom from Hanover in 1837; it is
therefore of little significance to the history of honours in Australia.

8  Ivan de la Bere, The Queen’s Orders of Chivalry (London: Spring Books, 1964), 52-62; D’Arcy
Jonathan Dacre Boulton, The Knights of the Crown: The Monarchical Orders of Knighthood in Later
Medieval Europe 1325-1520 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1987), 113, 153-59; Hugh E. L. Collins, 7he
Order of the Garter 1348—1461: Chivalry and Politics in Late Medieval England (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 12; Stephanie Trigg, Shame and Honor: A Vulgar History of the Order of the Garter
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 57-71. doi.org/10.9783/9780812206630;
The Royal Household, ‘Order of the Garter’, Official Website of the British Monarchy, accessed
17 October 2014, www.royal.gov.uk/monarchUK/honours/Orderofthegarter/orderofthegarter.aspx
(site discontinued).

9 Matikkala, Orders of Knighthood, 113.


http://doi.org/10.9783/9780812206630
http://www.royal.gov.uk/monarchUK/honours/Orderofthegarter/orderofthegarter.aspx

HONOURING A NATION

the king’s political and religious aims’.' On Jamess deposition in
1688 the order fell into abeyance, until it was revived by Queen Anne
in 1703-1704. Initially consisting of the sovereign and 12 knights, its
membership would in 1827 increase to 16. The Most Illustrious Order of
St Patrick, which was to be Ireland’s national order, followed the Thistle
in precedence. It had been founded in 1783, as a distinction for ‘those in
high office in Ireland and Irish peers who supported the government of
the day’."" Membership was limited to 15 knights as well as the sovereign;
this would later be increased to 22. None of these three orders, focused
on British peers and foreign royals as they were, would ever play a large
role in Australian life, neither in the colonial era nor after Federation.
Three Australians would be appointed to the Order of the Garter (Richard
Casey in 1969; Paul Hasluck in 1979; and Ninian Stephen in 1994); only
one to the Order of the Thistle (Robert Menzies in 1963); and none to
the Order of St Patrick, which was to fall into abeyance on the creation
of the Irish Free State in 1922, its last member dying in 1974.

More relevant in the Australian colonies would be the Most Honourable
Order of the Bath. A military order, it had been constituted by George I
in 1725, its name deliberately echoing an older tradition of creating
Knights of the Bath, which can be traced at least to the fourteenth
century.'? The custom from which the name derived, a ritual whereby new
knights bathed and kept vigil before being dubbed, symbolically cleansing
themselves of any impurity, has been claimed to have existed as early as
the twelfth century."® Such a ceremony was certainly being used in the
fourteenth century, and those knighted this way were known as Knights
of the Bath, and were considered to hold a superior type of knighthood.'
As with the Thistle, the establishment of this order was part of an elite
movement during the eighteenth century to revive—albeit with much

10 Matikkala, Orders of Knighthood, 77, 81; The Royal Household, ‘Order of the Thistle’, Official
Website of the British Monarchy, accessed 15 October 2014, www.royal.gov.uk/MonarchUK/Honours/
OrderoftheThistle.aspx (site discontinued); Katie Stevenson, “The Unicorn, St Andrew and the
Thistle: Was There an Order of Chivalry in Late Medieval Scotland?’ Scostish Historical Review 83,
issue 1 (2004): 3-22. doi.org/10.3366/shr.2004.83.1.3.

11 Peter Galloway, The Most lllustrious Order: The Order of St Patrick and its Knights (London:
Unicorn, 1999), 1; The Royal Household, ‘Order of St Patrick’, Official Website of the British
Monarchy, accessed 6 October 2014, www.royal.gov.uk/MonarchUK/Honours/OrderofStPatrick.
aspx (site discontinued).

12 Galloway, Order of the Bath, 1; James C. Risk, The History of the Order of the Bath and its Insignia
(London: Spink and Son, 1972), 5-6.

13 The Royal Household, ‘Order of the Bath’, Official Website of the British Monarchy, accessed
6 October 2014, www.royal.gov.uk/MonarchUK/Honours/OrderoftheBath.aspx (site discontinued).
14 Galloway, Order of the Bath, 1.
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transformation—selected chivalric rituals.”® The instigators of the order
presented it as a revival of the medieval honour, including the bathing
ritual in its statutes, although new knights were never actually required
to undertake it. Instead, the name and rituals gave ‘an aura of antiquity’ to
the new honour, its founders spinning older traditions into ‘a protective
web ... to conceal its newness’.!® Its formation may be thus understood as
an example of the ‘invention of tradition’, according to which constructed
traditions ‘attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historic past’;
such an exercise is especially evident in relation to the emergence of
nations and the creation of national identities.!” At the time of the First
Fleet, the Bath was a single-class order, consisting of the sovereign, a great
master, and 36 knights companion, and it was increasingly becoming an
honour for military men. Although it had begun life as an order given
largely to parliamentarians and politicians, over the last three decades of
the eighteenth century, it came to be ‘firmly established principally as an
honour for the armed forces’."® How these honours, and those that would
be created in the following century and a half; operated in Australia, along
with the eventual transition to an Australian system of honours in the
latter half of the twentieth century, are the subject of this book.

A neglected history

Relatively little research has been undertaken on honours systems in
Australia or in other English-speaking countries. The majority of studies
have focused on the British system, particularly knighthood in medieval
and early modern times, patronage and political corruption, the histories
of individual orders, and the expansion and transformation of the

15 Jonathon Satherley-Peacocke, “Victoria's Gentlemen of Honour: Symbols, Rituals, and
Conventions of Colonial Honours' (Master’s thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1997), 376;
Matikkala, Orders of Knighthood, 48.

16  Galloway, Order of the Bath, 4; Matikkala, Orders of Knighthood, 360.

17 Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, in The Invention of Tradition, eds Eric
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-14, quote on 1.
doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781107295636.001.

18  Galloway, Order of the Bath, 56, 85.
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system in the twentieth century.” A number of popular books published
in the United Kingdom have taken a critical approach, highlighting
scandals and inequalities.”® Honours in the wider British empire and
Commonwealth have attracted only limited scholarly attention, focusing

19 On medieval and early modern knighthood see, for example, Boulton, Knights of the Crown;
Matikkala, Orders of Knighthood. On political corruption, see, for example, H. J. Hanham, “The Sale
of Honours in Late Victorian England’, Victorian Studies 3, no. 3 (1960): 277-89; T. A. Jenkins,
“The Funding of the Liberal Unionist Party and the Honours Systemy’, English Historical Review
105, no. 417 (1990): 920-38. doi.org/10.1093/ehr/CV.CCCCXVII.920. Examples of work on
specific orders include Collins, Order of the Garter; Peter Galloway, The Order of the British Empire
([London]: Central Chancery of the Orders of Knighthood, 1996); Galloway, Most lllustrious
Order; Peter Galloway, The Order of St Michael and St George ([London]: Third Millennium for
the Central Chancery of the Orders of Knighthood, 2000); Peter Galloway, Companions of Honour
(Hinckley: Chancery Publications, 2002); Galloway, Order of the Bath; Peter Galloway, The Order
of the Thistle (London: Spink, 2009); Peter Galloway, Exalted, Eminent and Imperial: Honours of
the British Raj (London: Spink, 2014); Stanley Martin, The Order of Merit: One Hundred Years of
Matchless Honour (London and New York: 1. B. Tauris, 2007); Risk, Order of the Bath; Trigg, Shame
and Honor. On the twentieth-century history of British honours, see Christian Bailey, ‘Honor Among
Peers: A Comparative History of Honor Practices in Postwar Britain and West Germany’, Journal
of Modern History 87, no. 4 (2015): 809-51. doi.org/10.1086/683600; Tobias Harper, “Voluntary
Service and State Honours in Twentieth-Century Britain’, Historical Journal 58, no. 2 (2017):
641-61. doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X1400048X; Tobias Harper, “The Order of the British Empire
after the British Empire’, Canadian Journal of History 52, no 3 (2017): 509-32. doi.org/10.3138/
cjh.ach.52.3.05; Tobias Harper, ‘Philanthropy and Honours in the British Empire’, New Global
Studies 12, no. 2 (2018): 257-76. doi.org/10.1515/ngs-2018-0028; Tobias Harper, ‘Harold Wilson’s
“Lavender List” Scandal and the Shifting Moral Economy of Honour’, Twentieth Century British
History 31, no. 1 (2020): 79-100. doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwy048; Tobias Harper, From Servants of
the Empire to Everyday Heroes: The British Honours System in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2020). doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198841180.001.0001; Ian Inglis, “The Politics
of Stardust or the Politics of Cool: Popular Music and the British Honours System', International
Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 41, no. 1 (2010): 51-71. Samuel Clark’s Distributing
Status: The Evolution of State Honours in Western Europe deploys a wider lens, seeking to explain
the development of official honours not only in Britain, but more broadly in Western Europe over
several centuries, as do Robert Aldrich and Cindy McCreery in their chapter considering honours
as an element ‘of colonial and postcolonial rule’. Samuel Clark, Distributing Status: The Evolution of
State Honours in Western Europe (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016);
Robert Aldrich and Cindy McCreery, ‘European Royals and Their Colonial Realms: Honors and
Decorations’, in Realms of Royalty: New Directions in Researching Contemporary European Monarchies,
eds Christina Jordan and Imke Polland (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2020), 63-88, quote at 64. doi.
org/10.14361/9783839445839-005.

20  See, for example, Michael De-la-Noy, The Honours System (London: Allison and Busby, 1985);
John Walker, The Queen Has Been Pleased: The British Honours System ar Work (London: Martin
Secker and Warburg, 1986).
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on India, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.”’ Not nearly enough
attention has been paid to the particular history and functioning of
the honours system in Australia. The most extensive treatment is to be
found in the official report of the committee tasked with reviewing the
Australian system in 1995.%* Reference works rarely extend beyond basic
description, while dictionaries and databases provide lists of recipients,
but little to no analysis.”? What little scholarly work there has been has
tended to focus on the use of imperial honours in the Australasian colonies
in the nineteenth century, and on William Charles Wentworth’s attempt
to introduce a hereditary aristocracy in New South Wales in 1853.%
No comprehensive history of the Order of Australia has been written since

21  Examples include Aldrich and McCreery, ‘European Royals’, 63-88; Karen Fox, ‘Grand Dames
and Gentle Helpmeets: Women and the Royal Honours System in New Zealand, 1917-2000,
Women's History Review 19, no. 3 (2010): 375-93. doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2010.489346; Karen
Fox, ““Housewives’ Leader Awarded MBE”: Women, Leadership and Honours in Australia’, in Seizing
the Initiative: Australian Women Leaders in Politics, Workplaces and Communities, eds Rosemary Francis,
Patricia Grimshaw, and Ann Standish (Melbourne: eScholarship Research Centre, University of
Melbourne, 2012), 171-84; Karen Fox, ““A Pernicious System of Caste and Privilege”: Egalitarianism
and Official Honours in Australia, New Zealand and Canada, History Australia 10, no. 2 (2013):
202-26. doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2013.11668468; Karen Fox, ‘An “Imperial Hangover”? Royal
Honours in Australia, Canada and New Zealand 1917-2009’, Britain and the World 7, no. 1 (2014):
6-27. doi.org/10.3366/brw.2014.0118; Karen Fox, ‘Ornamentalism, Empire and Race: Indigenous
Leaders and Honours in Australia and New Zealand’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History
42, no. 3 (2014): 486-502. doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2014.89548; 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; Galloway,
Exalted, Eminent and Imperial; Christopher McCreery, The Order of Canada: Its Origins, History,
and Development (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005). doi.org/10.3138/9781442627963;
John McLeod, “The English Honours System in Princely India, 1925-1947’, Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Sociery, 31d ser., 4, no. 2 (1994): 237-49. doi.org/10.1017/51356186300005460; Satherley-
Peacocke, ‘Victoria’s Gentlemen of Honour'.

22 Review of Australian Honours and Awards, A Matter of Honour: The Report of the Review of
Australian Honours and Awards (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1995).

23 Examples of reference works include: Anthony N. Pamm, Honours and Rewards in the British
Empire and Commonwealth, 2 vols. (Aldershot: Scolar, 1995). Listings of recipients may be found in
the following sources, among others: Australian Government, Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet, ‘Australian Honours Search Facility’, /5 an Honour, Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet, accessed 13 June 2021, honours.pmc.gov.au/honours/search; Michael Maton, Australian
Recipients of Imperial Honours and Awards: 1901-1989 (Sydney: M. Maton, 2002); National Foundation
for Australian Women, Fuith, Hope, Charity: Australian Women and Imperial Honours: 1901-1989,
2003, accessed 27 November 2014, www.womenaustralia.info/exhib/honours/honours.html; Alistair
Taylor, ed., The Australian Roll of Honour: National Honours and Awards 1975-1996 (Sydney: Roll of
Honour, 1997).

24 C. N. Connolly, “The Origins of the Nominated Upper House in New South Wales', Historical
Studies 20, no. 78 (1982): 53—72. doi.org/10.1080/10314618208595671; Bruce Knox, ‘Democracy,
Aristocracy and Empire: The Provision of Colonial Honours, 1818-1870°, Australian Historical
Studies 25, no. 99 (1992): 244-64. doi.org/10.1080/10314619208595909; Ged Martin, Bunyip
Aristocracy: The New South Wales Constitution Debate of 1853 and Hereditary Institutions in the British
Colonies (Sydney: Croom Helm, 1986).
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its establishment in 1975, nor any full account of the operation of the
British system in Australia. My own previous work has begun to outline
the themes of such a history; this book brings that research together, along
with new research into other aspects of Australia’s experience of honours,
to produce the first full-length history of honours in this country.

Two of the most important exceptions to this general pattern of scholarly
indifference focus on the British system. In his Ornamentalism: How the
British Saw Their Empire (2001), David Cannadine examined honours
within a broader analysis of hierarchy and status in the British imperial
system. His conceptualisation of honours as mechanisms by which
the empire was structured and unified has been fundamental to my
own understanding of the way honours operated in the Australasian
colonies and in Australia in the first decades of the twentieth century.
Understanding the empire as a ‘vehicle for the extension of British social
structures’ and ‘the setting for the projection of British social perceptions’
around the world, Cannadine argued that the empire was as much
concerned with ‘the “construction of affinities” as with ‘the creation
of “otherness™, and that it was ‘in large part about the domestication of
the exotic’.?® Honours, in this conceptualisation of empire, were a tool
in the process of domestication. Cannadine’s account, however, focuses
on particular parts of the British empire—particularly India, Asia, and
Africa—and does not pay as much attention to the settler colonies, where
indigenous peoples tended to be excluded from honours while white
settlers received them. Moreover, he focuses on the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, giving little space to the dramatic changes taking
place in the imperial honours system in the twentieth century, as women
were gradually incorporated into the various orders, the system itself was
democratised by the inclusion of a much wider range of social classes and
occupations, and the former colonies and dominions discarded British
honours in favour of their own.

This democratisation and expansion of honours ‘to include more
and different people and groups’ in the twentieth century is a theme
of the second major scholarly work on the modern British honours
system, Tobias Harper’s From Servants of the Empire to Everyday Heroes:
The British Honours System in the Twentieth Century.*® In this book,

25  David Cannadine, Ornamentalism: How the British Saw Their Empire (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001), xix.
26 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 10.
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Harper deploys the honours system as a means ‘to examine how British
attitudes towards service and hierarchy changed in the twentieth century’,
focusing particularly on ‘imperial expansion and decolonization’ and
‘democratization and other forms of social and political change within
Britain. In a similar vein to Cannadine, he understands honours ‘as an
imperial as well as a domestic project for the creation of a loyal trans-
imperial elite’, considering how the abandonment of British honours
across the former empire influenced the system, and the ‘legacy’ of this
imperial past in the contemporary institution. Harper argues that the
British honours system was a vehicle by which ‘the expansion of the state
and the validation of state work was ... inextricably tied ... to a defense
of hierarchy, at home and abroad’.?” Not only were new sections of society
co-opted into hierarchy through the award of honours—provided they
met particular ‘cultural expectations—but elites were ‘reconciled’ to
democratisation; ‘honours’, he writes, ‘democratized hierarchy’.?® Harper
also emphasises the role of the British honours system in encouraging
and acknowledging charitable and philanthropic service, and thus in ‘the
“moral economy” of humanitarian action’.”” He is as much interested—
if not more—in the ‘lower-rank honours’, which he considers more
significant ‘in terms of the practical reach and meaning of the honours
system’ than the more exalted awards.*

In this book, I focus on the honours system in Australia, both initially
the British system and then from 1975 the Order of Australia. This
study is a history of an imperial institution transposed to the colonies,
into a democratic and egalitarian world perceived to be less receptive to
hierarchy and, by extension, to honours. The book investigates the history
of the award of honours in Australia from the nineteenth century up to
the present day, critically analysing how the Australian honours system
has negotiated the tensions between the gendered, racialised, and classed
dimensions of Australia’s evolving national identity and its imperial and
post-imperial inheritances. It seeks to ask and answer questions such
as: what is encompassed by the honours system in Australia? How has
it changed over time? What has been its place within concepts of the
nation and imperial affinities> How and why have Australian practices,

27 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 3.

28 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 3—4, quotes on 4.

29  Harper, Servants of the Empire, 17. See also Harper, ‘Voluntary Service’, 641-61; Harper,
‘Philanthropy and Honours’, 257-76.

30 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 9.
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outcomes, or opinions diverged from those in comparable countries,
especially Canada, New Zealand, or the United Kingdom? Who has
received honours and for what, and how have these patterns changed
over time? In what ways have gender, race, class, and other dimensions of
identity become implicated in the system over time? And how do concepts
of merit relate to ideas of citizenship and egalitarianism?

Merit, citizenship, and the nation

In examining the social, cultural, and political history of honours
over more than a century, I seek to do three things. First, to produce
the first full-length history of the official honours system in Australia.
Second, to understand how the honours system has negotiated the
transition from an imperial to a post-imperial context, and the role it has
played in the evolution of ideas of the nation. Third, to investigate the
assumptions about gender, race, and class inherent in the system, and to
analyse how it complements or conflicts with cherished cultural ideals
of egalitarianism. The central proposition of this book is that concepts
of merit and recognition are not fixed, but historically contingent, and
they do not operate in a vacuum, but are embedded in wider social,
cultural, and political contexts and debates. Understandings of merit,
achievement, service, and recognition are contested, and they change over
time. Inevitably, ideas about all these things are inflected by the cultural,
social, and political assumptions of the day. Moreover, because honours
systems are national institutions, their meanings are always produced in
negotiation with shifting ideas of what, or who, constitutes the nation,
what its values are, and where it is heading. Telling the story of Australia’s
experiences with honours, this book explores these ideas by focusing on
three major themes: the country’s altering relationship with Britain, and
the related shifts in understandings of what it means for a person, or
an institution, to be Australian; the changing face of Australian society
and citizenship, and the extent to which those transformations have
been reflected in the nation’s honours system; and evolving ideas about
what it means to be meritorious, and about what, or whom, is deserving
of recognition.

The first of those themes—the shifts in Australia’s relationship with
Britain and the question of independence as a nation—is one that has been
explored many times in relation to many different subjects, by historians,
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cultural commentators, political scientists, lawyers, and others. It is
also one with particular relevance in the second decade of the twenty-
first century, when the issue of identity, through the lens of citizenship,
became a focus of controversy and debate in the nation’s parliament, and
an official inquiry was launched into ‘nationhood, national identity and
democracy’.’' As for many former British colonies and dominions, the
trajectory of Australia’s honours system, and the meanings that system
has been assigned in public debate, government policy, and private
experience, have been complicated by the country’s history as part of the
British empire, and by the gradual nature of its transition to becoming
an independent nation. Ideas of national identity and independence,
and issues surrounding the country’s relationship with Britain, have been
central to contests over the honours system since well before Federation,
and it has repeatedly become a vehicle for contests over those issues.
Throughout this book, I explore how honours have been a key symbol
for these debates, from the fierce arguments over whether or not titles
of merit could be transplanted from an aristocratic and monarchical
Old World into democratic and egalitarian (although still monarchical)
colonies in the nineteenth century, through to the political split between
the Labor and Liberal parties over whether imperial honours belonged in
an independent Australia, and all the way to the ‘barbeque stopper’ that
was the conferral of an Australian title upon a British royal on Australia’s
national day in 2015.%

Identity and citizenship are also central to the second theme of this
book: inclusivity and diversity. The demographic make-up of Australia
has changed dramatically over the century or more since Federation,
and throughout that time the ability of the honours system to reflect
who Australians are, in all their diversity, has been questioned. Early
suggestions that women deserved honours equally with men did not
end with the inclusion of women into the honours system on equal
terms with men during World War I, but have survived in questions
of whether women were receiving honours in sufficient numbers or at

31 Aninquiry into this subject was referred by the Australian Senate to the Legal and Constitutional
Affairs References Committee in July 2019. It delivered its report in February 2021. Legal and
Constitutional Affairs References Committee, Australian Senate, Nationhood, National Identity and
Democracy (Canberra: Senate Printing Unit, 2021).

32 The phrase was former Liberal treasurer Peter Costello’s description of the news that one of the
newly revived Australian knighthoods had been bestowed on Prince Philip on Australia Day in 2015.
Peter Costello, ‘Knighthood of Prince Philip the BBQ Stopper of the Century’, Daily Télegraph,
2 February 2015 [online].
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sufficient levels. Despite decades of feminist activity and many advances
in Australian women’s status, this remains a key criticism of the country’s
honours system. Other aspects of equity and diversity have also been
raised in criticisms of honours, although less often. In each of its chapters
this book addresses in some way the question of whether and how the
Australian honours system has reflected the diversity of Australian life,
be it through the inclusion of Indigenous Australians, the recognition of
migrants in the wake of the dismantling of the White Australia policy,
or the ongoing question of whether women’s contributions to society are
appropriately recognised.

The booK’s third theme tackles the honours system’s relationship with
community identity in a rather different way. Perennial as have been
arguments about the inclusion of women in the honours system, or its
adherence to British models of honour, equally persistent have been
criticisms and comments regarding who is honoured, and for what, in
other respects. Questions such as whether or not people should receive
honours for doing well jobs that they are paid to do, or which already
confer a level of status, and whether or not honours may be used as rewards
for doing work that might not be as well paid as other options in a person’s
field, are equally persistent. As Harper has noted in relation to the British
honours system as a whole, ‘[w]hether or not British subjects should be
honoured for doing their jobs (and what jobs qualified) has ... always
been central to debates about public honour’, and criticisms of the system
‘often centered on a sense that they were automatic civil service and
military awards rather than a wider reflection of heroism and distinction
in British society’.”> Although he suggests that the latter was less an issue
in the empire than in Britain itself, as will be seen, it was certainly also
a key strand of critiques in Australia.*

This book considers the changing qualifications for honours, and the
community’s changing—but also surprisingly fixed—ideas about who
and what are most deserving of recognition by the state. From concerns
about a potential recipient’s loyalty to the empire, financial stability, and
respectability, through to anxiety that a particular occupation was being
overlooked and thus devalued, to today’s emphasis on the pre-eminentvalue
and worthiness of voluntary and unseen contributions to the community,
the potential of the honours system to grant the imprimatur of the state

33 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 2, 6-7.
34 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 7.
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or the nation to particular kinds of service and achievement—to mark
out particular things as especially worthy—has always been recognised.
More than either national identity or community diversity, this theme
goes to the very heart of what it is to live a good life, and what is success.
As Harper has put it, ‘[t]he British honours system produced a persistent
but inconsistent model of social worth: of who is exalted and who is good’,
which has been both ‘embraced’ and critiqued.* He points out, too, that
those ‘on the margins of or outside established elites’, including feminists,
Labour figures, and colonial nationalists, ‘were all conscious of honours
as a symbol of inclusion and exclusion’.*® Each of these themes, in some
way, considers the role of the honours system in defining the nation and
its values, and asks whether the honours system has been a vehicle for
cultural inclusion or exclusion. It is my firm belief that it both can and
should be a vehicle for good, a way to elevate those things that are best
about both a specific community and broader humanity, and that only by
exploring these contests can we really think well about what the honours
system should look like, and what role it should play in the national life.

Structure of the book

The controversies over the reinstatement of titles in the Order of Australia
and the award of a knighthood within it to Prince Philip seemed to
erupt on to the national political stage out of nowhere. In fact, as I have
suggested, they were part of a long history of controversy over honours in
this country. At certain moments the honours system became a focus for
conflicting ideas about the nation: its values and identity, its place in the
world, and how citizenship and inclusion are understood. In this book
I trace these controversies in order to cast new light on these longstanding
issues in Australian history. Chapter 1 begins with the arrival of the British
honours system along with the First Fleet in 1788. It charts the growth
and development of that system in the century leading up to Federation,
and examines the debates that took place over the appropriateness of
honours in the New World as awards began to proliferate. Beginning with
the national celebrations that took place at Federation in 1901, Chapter 2
investigates how the creation of a new nation and the establishment of
new federal government machinery influenced the honours system, in a

35 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 247.
36 Harper, Servants of the Empire, 81.
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context where the States retained the right to make use of this potentially
valuable patronage tool. Chapter 3 considers the transformation of the
system wrought by World War I. Although the Order of the British Empire,
created in 1917, was not the democratic award initially envisaged, it was
a dramatic new departure within the British honours system, perhaps
most significantly because it opened the institution to women.

No sooner had a new order been established for the empire, however, than
its imperial reach was threatened. Chapter 4 turns to the scandals over
honours selling that rocked Britain in the 1920s, and their reverberations
around the empire, as both Canada and South Africa abolished imperial
awards, and attempts were made to abandon them in Australia. This
chapter also considers the hardening of the Australian Labor Party’s
objection to imperial honours and titles—a policy that would remain
a point of difference between the major parties for decades—and asks why
the interwar period was nevertheless a high point of women’s participation
in the system, which would not be reached again until the century’s end.

With the outbreak of World War II in September 1939, the honours
system returned to a war footing, and in a sense to its traditional roots
as a military institution. Chapter 5 considers the use of British honours
in Australia both during the war and in the years of reconstruction and
prosperity that followed, focusing especially on the controversies caused
by the major parties’ disagreement on honours policy. At the same time,
I explore the dark side of honours—the question of political patronage—
and the meanings of honours both for recipients and for those who chose
to decline awards. Chapter 6 explores the changing environment of the
late 1960s and early 1970s, as rising new nationalism and a shifting
world environment led to changes in Australia’s relationship with Britain.
It outlines the creation of the Order of Australia, and considers its reception
in a context of political division over honours and an increasingly virulent
argument over States’ rights. Australia’s own order was almost brand new
when the dismissal of Whitlam and the election of Malcolm Fraser as
prime minister put its existence in doubt. Chapter 7 discusses this history,
surveying the bizarre situation that unfolded over the next two decades, as
Australia ran two honours systems in parallel. In this chapter I also revisit
issues of patronage and corruption through a focus on the controversies
surrounding the government of Joh Bjelke-Petersen in Queensland.
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By the early 1990s, disputes over honours might have seemed a thing of
the past, as imperial honours were finally abandoned and the Order
of Australia approached two decades of existence. As Chapter 8 shows,
however, this was not the case. I consider three moments that reveal
continuing debate about the purpose and meaning of an honours system
in a modern democracy: the 1995 review of Australia’s system, the increase
in criticisms over the lack of representation of women, and Abbott’s
decisions to revive Australian titles and to confer an Australian knighthood
on Prince Philip. Throughout, I focus on moments, issues, and episodes
that reveal the deep tensions over questions of national identity and
values, Australia’s place in the world, and inclusion and citizenship that
have long been part of Australian history, and which remain live issues in
the twenty-first century. I end with an epilogue reflecting upon how many
of these fundamental questions about honours and the nation, and about
ideas of merit and recognition, remain unanswered.

Tracing the history of controversies in the honours system is not to
suggest that it is in a hopeless situation, an endlessly contested and hence
unsatisfactory institution. Rather it is to show the system’s centrality to
the national life, and its potential for embodying what is seen to be of
value to the Australian community. If it were not important—if it did not
represent an opportunity for Australians to express who they are, how they
fit in the world, and what they hold dear—it would not be fought over, or
attract such passionate argument. Moreover, there is considerable public
support for an honours system, as a way to acknowledge and celebrate the
great things that members of the community do, and the amazing and
selfless ways they serve each other. It is a hope of this book that knowing
the history of this important national institution—with all its ups and
downs, possibilities and problems—can help to inform its future. Only
by knowing our past can we engage in informed, intelligent, and hopeful
conversations about what we value, and who we want to be.
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