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ABSTRACT

The relationship between the British Empire and the monarchy of Britain is an
understudied aspect of the history of Britain. Examining the monarchy from the reign of
Queen Elizabeth I to the reign of Queen Elizabeth II, with emphasis on the reigns of King
George III, Queen Victoria, King Edward VII, King George V, King Edward VIII, and
King George VI, this thesis argues that the Empire played an integral role in the survival
of the British monarchy. Over the course of British history examined, the formal powers
of the monarchy steadily declined due to many internal and external factors. As the
formal power declined, however, the Empire allowed the informal power of the
monarchy to expand, because the monarchy was the unifying symbol of the Empire. The
increase in informal power allowed the monarchs to have a more direct formal power
over the ruling and policies implemented in the Empire.
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Introduction

Institutions have a strength and resilience not granted to mere mortals and it
would be surprising if the 21st century did not see the reigns of Charles III and
William V.
-John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths1

Scholars generally study the topics of the British monarchy and the British
Empire within the discipline of British history separately from one another, with mention
of the other only when necessity requires.2 There has been a vast amount of literature
written about the British Empire that looks at many aspects of the topic, including the
policies of the British government towards the Empire and the reactions to these polices
within the colonies. The literature available for examining the British Empire is almost
too vast to comprehend. Likewise, a large amount of scholarship exists on the British
monarchy as both a political institution and a stabilizing custom, which is vital for a
nation that holds traditions dear. However, there is a surprising lack of scholarship
concerning the relationship between the Empire and the monarchy, and the importance
that the Empire had on shaping the monarchy and vice versa throughout the history of
Britain.
In this thesis, I will demonstrate how the British Empire played an integral role in
allowing the British monarchy to survive through several centuries, and into the present
day. By investigating the relationship between the British monarchy and the British
Empire, I will illustrate how important the relationship is to the understanding of each
topic. The monarchy’s ability to survive rests in the fact that it was willing over time to
relinquish various formal powers and accept a more symbolic presence within Britain and
the Empire. In order to understand the importance of the transition from formal powers to
1

a more informal role, an understanding of the formal and informal powers is necessary.
Formal power of the monarchy is the political power that it wields. Over the past four
centuries, the formal power of the monarchy has continually declined and transferred to
Parliament. Informal power of the monarchy encompasses the personal traits of the
individual monarchs including their popularity and image with the public, and the power
of persuasion they hold over Parliament. Informal power can be further separated into the
symbolic power of the institution and the power of prestige of the individual. I will base
my analysis on the assumption that the informal power of the monarchy encompasses
both the symbolic power and the power of prestige.3
I begin my analysis in chapter 1 during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (15581603), by briefly examining some main events that took place in the Empire during and
after her reign, until the death of Queen Victoria in 1901. Chapter 2 then studies the
reigns of King Edward VII (1901-1910), King George V (1910-1936), and ends with the
abdication of King Edward VIII in 1936. In chapter 3, I will continue my examination of
the relationship between the monarchy and the Empire by studying the connection during
the years that King George VI was in power from 1936 to 1952.* Recognizing that this
topic is extensive and in order to maintain a concise review I chose to limit my
examination to two spheres of influence within the British Empire, North

*

Before the reign of George VI, the Commonwealth had already begun to grow
out of the Empire. The majority of the remaining Empire during and after George VI’s
reign dissolved into the Commonwealth, so my examination of the Empire is also an
assessment of the relationship of the Crown to the Commonwealth.
2

America‒including Canada and the Thirteen American Colonies‒and India.* The
economic and political importance of these two spheres of influence on the British
Empire and monarchy is what led me to choose them as case studies for this thesis.
Each chapter is divided into separate sections in order to examine the relationship
between the monarchy and Empire in more depth. Chapter 1 is divided into; the early
years of the Empire, the American Revolution and King George III, and the reign of
Queen Victoria. The first section is an analysis of the beginning of British influence
within the two realms of influence‒North America and India. This section will set up the
historical framework to understanding the origins of the Empires relationship to the
monarchy. Section two will then be an in-depth study of the reign of King George III
(1760-1820) and the main conflict within the Empire during his reign, the American
Revolution. The final section will then examine the relationship as it existed during the
reign of Queen Victoria.
Chapter two is divided into sections based off of the three monarchs examined.
The first section will cover the reign of King Edward VII, and look at aspects of the
Empire during his almost decade long reign. The second section will analyze the reign of
King George V. The third section will study the very short reign of King Edward VIII,
with special emphasis on the abdication crisis.
The three main sections of chapter 3 are; before the Second World War, during
the war and after the war. For a reign that was dominated by one of the most devastating
wars in history, it is vital to understand the reign of King George VI in relation to the
*

The use of the Thirteen American Colonies is due to the relationship that they
had with Britain in the formation of Britain’s Empire. The case study of the Thirteen
American Colonies ends with the conclusion of the American Revolution.
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war. The war not only defined the way in which George VI ruled, but also determined, to
some extent, the relationship that Britain had with its Empire. Each section is further
divided into an analysis of the two countries‒Canada and India‒and their relations to the
Crown and Empire during each time period. As both of these nations had a different
relationship in the Empire, each nation is studied in slightly different ways. Canada was a
Dominion member of the Commonwealth, with an independent Parliament and the
Crown as Head of State. India was still a colony in the British Empire, and was struggling
to gain independence from British rule. Because of India’s colonial status, the governing
of India was still dominated directly by Britain until after the conclusion of the Second
World War.
After chapter three, the conclusion will examine the relationship between the
Empire and Crown, and how the Empire allowed the monarchy to survive into the present
day. It will then move into an analysis of the importance of the two spheres of influence
used as case studies throughout the thesis on the changes within the Empire and
Commonwealth.

Historical Background: The Monarchy
Throughout British history, all the way back to the fifth and sixth centuries, the
British Isles, called Britannia, has had Kings. In the early centuries these Kings were
only leaders of their respective tribes (or kingdoms), which continuously fought over
territory and land. These conflicts over kingdoms in early British history went on for
many centuries, with some kingdoms gaining more power and land than the other
kingdoms, and in turn, the victorious Kings gained more influence over the whole of
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Britannia. The fights for total power of Britannia lasted for so much of British history
that they were still prevalent during the Tudor Dynasty* (1485-1603).4 The two dominant
kingdoms of England and Scotland engulfed most of the other kingdoms by this point. It
was only with the death of Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 that the feuds over the kingdoms
finally concluded. The Virgin Queen died without any children or direct heirs, so the
throne of England passed to her nearest cousin, James VI of Scotland, who became James
I of England (1603-1625). With the accession of James I to the English throne in 1603,
the two remaining thrones of Britannia joined into one dominant kingdom of Britain.5
Up until King James I ascended the English throne the Kings of Britain had
acquired more power for themselves and the institution of the monarchy. However, in the
four hundred years of British history since 1603, the monarchy struggled to maintain its
power, and only after a beheading of one King and a revolution against another did the
monarchs agree to relinquish some of the powers formerly associated with the Crown.
Britain is one of a few nations that went from an absolute monarchy with complete
control of policy and laws to a constitutional monarchy with only formal duties of
acquisition to the Parliament. The flexibility of the British monarchy saved the institution
from destruction. Most other monarchies, like that of France, were not flexible enough in
changing their ways, and eventually revolutions or coups overthrew the institutions. The
British monarchy still formally possesses the executive power of the nation, but it is now
conventional practice that the monarch delegates the executive powers to a Prime
Minister and a cabinet, who exercise the powers of the executive in the Crown’s name.6

*

The Tudor Dynasty includes Henry VII (1485-1509), Henry VIII (1509-1547),
Edward VI (1547-1553), Mary I (1553-1558) and Elizabeth I (1558-1603).
5

Historical Background: The Empire
In 1600 Queen Elizabeth I granted a charter to the East India Company, which
allowed Britain to expand its trade into Asia. This charter was one of the first major
moves to increase Britain’s influence beyond the borders of the British Isles. The passage
of the East India Company charter allowed Britain to build one of the world’s largest
global Empires. The British Empire grew so large that at its climax in the late nineteenth
century it encompassed a quarter of the globe’s land mass and population, giving rise to
the phrase “the sun never sets on the British Empire.” Beginning in the mid-twentieth
century* however, a movement for independence and sovereignty began to emerge in the
colonies of not only the British Empire, but of most global Empires. This movement
gained momentum with the conclusion of the Second World War in 1945. The world’s
colonial powers like Britain began to lose their hold on territories for a number of reasons
discussed later. There were several nations in the British Empire, however, which did not
want to cut ties completely with Britain, and decided to remain a part of the British
Commonwealth‒the remaining legacy of the once vast and powerful British Empire. The
Commonwealth allows member nations to maintain their independence and sovereignty,
while recognizing the Crown as their Head of State and Head of the Commonwealth.7

Literature Review
Historians have attributed the decline in formal power wielded by the British
monarchy to a combination of several factors, including political, social and economic.8
*

I discuss the partial decolonization of the Americas, which happened in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in chapter 1 of this thesis. The decolonization
movements mentioned here refer to the modern Empire after the loss of the American
holdings.
6

In the eighteenth century, Britain fought several wars in a relatively short amount of time,
including the Seven Years War (1756-1763), the American Revolution (1775-1783) and
the Napoleonic Wars (1792-1815). Before the outbreak of these successive wars, no first
minister‒commonly referred to as Prime Minister‒existed, and there existed little desire
to have a first minister in Britain. The nature of war, however, requires a strong leader to
organize and govern the war efforts with greater success. As the need for a Prime
Minister grew, so did the need for the Prime Minister to approve or suggest to the Crown
the other ministers whom he wanted in Parliament. The increasing power of the Prime
Minister to appoint ministers, which had formerly been a power of the Crown, helped
decrease the Crown’s power in Parliament over the years. The Prime Minister’s ability to
choose ministers from his party, which was always the largest party within Parliament,
reduced the Crown’s ability to form a coalition with members of Parliament against the
Prime Minister and his party.9
The amount of legislation that passed through the House of Commons beginning
in the late eighteenth century rose dramatically. This was due to the growing amount of
legislation passed on social issues. This rise in legislation forced members of Parliament
to transition from part-time to full-time legislators. At the same time, the current monarch
had a hard time reviewing and understanding every piece of legislation that required their
consent. A monarch needed a clear and complete understanding of each piece of
legislation that passed through Parliament in order for them to execute their powers
effectively. Without a thorough understanding of the bills, the monarch would not be able
to fulfill their duties. The increased amount of legislation prevented monarchs from being
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able to have a complete understanding of the legislation, making Parliament, with more
men to review the legislation, more vital than the Crown to the passage of laws.10
Scholars also attribute the decline in the political power of the monarchy to social
causes, including the size of the population and the increased ability of the population to
access information on the monarchy and Parliament.11 The public’s greater ability to
access the information was a result of the increase in the number of circulated
newspapers, as well as the increase in literacy rates. The newspapers discussed the
government’s activities, which allowed people from the non-aristocratic, or working
classes to understand for the first time how the government functioned as well as
allowing them to know the legislation the government was currently debating.12
This more informed public was able to exercise their approval or disapproval with
the government easier when the franchise, or the right to vote, gradually increased in
size.* With the ministers in Parliament elected by the people, the public was able to hold
ministers more accountable than they had ever been able to hold the Crown accountable.
This decreased even more the political power wielded by the Crown and its ability to
influence Parliament. Had a monarch, after the Glorious Revolution and passage of the
English Bill of Rights in 1688, attempted to go against Parliament elected by the people it
would have been considered a breach of their constitutional duties, and could have caused
a revolution to emerge against the institution.13
As the formal power of the monarchy declined, a new type of power, or informal
power, began to emerge. The monarchy, beginning in the twentieth century, became a
*

The increase in the franchise was a gradual process, which took place in a series
of stages from the eighteenth century until the twentieth century. Each Reform Bill
passed only extended the franchise to a small percentage of the population, but the
overall increase in amount of voters had a negative effect on the monarchy.
8

popular monarchy. This term best represents the transformation that the monarchy went
through in the last few centuries. A popular monarchy is one that has a mostly advisory
role, and is largely dependent on the image, which the public holds of the institution as
well as the current monarch. As John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths state, popular
monarchy does not mean “…that the monarchy has always been popular‒at times it went
through periods of considerable unpopularity‒but that it compensated increasingly for the
loss of formal political power by adopting a less remote attitude, by appealing to a wider
range of its subjects, and by concerning itself greatly with its public image.”14 This idea
of the public image of the monarchy was also demonstrated by the Prime Minister during
the abdication crisis of King Edward VIII, Stanley Baldwin, who stated that “the
monarchy, … by losing its prerogative powers, had made itself more dependent upon its
reputation and integrity.”15
Most scholars studying the British Empire do not look at, or acknowledge, the
importance of the monarch in the governance of the colonies. They focus instead on the
role of the administrators sent to the colonies. Many scholars forget, however, that the
monarch played a central role in the selection of these men, they reported directly to him,
and he approved all things decided within the colonies. Likewise, many scholars studying
the British monarchy seldom examine the effects that the Empire had on both the formal
and informal power of the monarchy. They instead examine the role of internal events
and changes as the key reasons for the decline of formal power and increase in informal
power. While the internal events did play a large role in this change of monarchical
power, the external events also played a role. To understand both the monarchy and the
Empire, a thorough comprehension of both and how they relate to each other throughout

9

British history is essential.
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Chapter 1
Queen Elizabeth I to Queen Victoria

Her long reign had demonstrated that not even the most determined monarch
could prevent the draining away of direct political power. Slowly the balance had
tipped to the electorate, the parties, the cabinet, and the prime minister.
- John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths1

The Early Years of the Empire
One of the most pivotal points in the history of the British Empire occurred during
the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603). Through her reign, the formal adoption of
Protestantism as the religion of England occurred, and due to her decision not to marry
and produce an heir, her reign opened the chance for the consolidation of the British
Crowns under her successor. The crucial change of Elizabeth’s rule that is important
here, however, is that she facilitated the first successful attempt to create a British global
Empire with the passage of the East India Company charter in 1600.2 During her reign, a
debate within England arose about whether it was better to build England internally as a
fortress against other European nations, or to expand beyond and build up a global
Empire. Many citizens and nobility felt that the poverty and unemployment rates at home
constituted a greater importance than chasing after an uncertain future abroad. Others,
however, believed that dominance of English power depended upon gaining a foothold in
colonial power.3 For almost a century, the great powers of Spain and Portugal had
exploited the New World for its resources and wealth. These nations’ exploitations of the
New World had raised their power in relation to the other European nations. Their
example convinced many prominent people within England that in order to continue to
compete with the other powers of Europe, colonial holdings were necessary.
13

Queen Elizabeth tended to side with the latter argument. For several decades,
Queen Elizabeth had encouraged pirates to raid ships of the colonial powerhouses of
Spain and Portugal to gain fortune without having to spend the resources necessary to set
up an English colony. She did eventually commission Walter Raleigh to establish an
American settlement in Roanoke Virginia, one of the first attempts to gain a foothold on
the North American continent. This attempt failed after barely two years due to disease
and starvation.4 Despite this failed attempt in the Americas, Elizabeth did succeed in
extending British prospects abroad in other areas of the globe, most notably with the
passage of the East India Company charter in 1600. The establishment of the East India
Company allowed British merchants a direct line to the spices produced in the east,
which they believed would be “to the Benefit of our Common Wealth.”5 The charter not
only allowed merchants to trade directly with the East Indies but, after a span of fifteen
years, also allowed them to set up settlements and trading factories to facilitate the trade.

India
The passage of the East India Company charter in 1600 gave the Company royal
prerogative to expand its trade into the East Indies. This vast area of the East Indies
included land from Africa and Asia all the way across the Pacific Ocean. Despite the fact
that the charter granted trading privileges to the Company in this whole area, the
Company restricted its trade mostly to South and South-East Asia.6 The reasons for this
restriction depended largely on the presence of other European trading companies already
in the East Indies. The Portuguese and Dutch trading companies had been trading within
the East Indies for at least a few decades, and when the British East India Company
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entered into the area, the competition became intense. The Company decided to find an
area of the East Indies, which the other nations did not have a strict hold on already, and
found India.
In 1608, the East India Company first landed in India, finding an area that gave
them “access to spices not controlled by Dutch traders.”7 Although Dutch traders did not
control India, the Mughal Empire (1526-1761) did. In 1526, an Indian governor asked
Babar, a descendant of Genghiz Khan, to help him defeat the last Delhi Sultanate. After
successfully defeating the Sultanate of Delhi, Babar set up the Mughal Empire over a
large portion of India.8 When the East India Company landed on Indian soil in 1608, the
Mughal Emperor had direct control over most of India. In 1615, the East India Company
signed its first treaty with the Mughal Emperor, guaranteeing the Company’s exclusive
rights to establish factories around Surat. The Company agreed to trade rare European
commodities with the Mughal Emperor in exchange for this exclusive control. This treaty
provided the Company with a secure base in the East Indies to manage trade wars with
the Portuguese and Dutch governments and merchants.9
While the Mughal Empire executed rule of a large section of India at the time of
the East India Company’s founding and establishment of factories, other European
powers‒including France, Portugal, and the Dutch‒controlled trading factories on other
parts of the coast of India. After establishing a few factories on the Indian subcontinent,
the Company began to look to expand their control in India, and the East Indies. When
they attempted this, however, they met the opposition of other European nations. This
collision of European powers in the East Indies caused competition to arise between
them. Besides the British, the Dutch had the largest presence within the East Indies, and
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the competition between the two nations forced the British merchants to stay confined to
the lands granted to their control by the treaty with the Mughal Empire.10
British influence in India changed after the Glorious Revolution of 1688. This
comprised one of the biggest changes to the British monarchy in all its history. A
powerful group of elites organized a coup against James II, the current King, and placed
William of Orange and his wife Mary on the throne as the first and only joint sovereigns
in British history.11 The English Bill of Rights, drafted in 1689 in response to the
Glorious Revolution, protected the people from the absolute power of the monarch. The
Bill of Rights laid out complaints against how James II governed, including “raising and
keeping a standing army within this kingdom in time of peace without consent of
Parliament,”12 (which would ironically be one of the rallying calls of the American
colonists against Parliament almost a century later). After the Bill of Rights laid out the
charges against the abuse of power by the monarchy, it also outlined new limitations on
the future power of the Crown. The Bill of Rights limitations on the monarchy made it
harder for the Crown to exercise their formal power over the power of Parliament. The
term “Constitutional Monarchy” refers to the reduction of formal power wielded by the
Crown as outlined by the Bill of Rights of 1689.
Niall Ferguson, a renowned historian on colonization, characterizes the Glorious
Revolution as more than just a political change, defining it as a business merger as well.
He argues that by placing William, who was a Dutch stockholder, on the English throne a
merging of Dutch business practices and English business practices occurred. The
merging of business practices allowed the financial institutions created by the Dutch to
contribute to the creation of the Bank of England in 1694. Such a merger also allowed the
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two nations to compete less in territories like the East Indies. With less competition in
India, the British East India Company’s influence over the region expanded.13
The British government during this time did not have direct control over India,
nor did the East India Company, which controlled only their trading factories or ports.
The Mughal Empire’s power began to decline in 1707 after the death of the Emperor
Aurangzeb, when many of his vassals‒the Mughal equivalent of barons or lords‒began
setting themselves up as sovereign leaders over their respective lands.14 When this
happened, the European powers competed for more influence and control in India. In
1739, the Persians defeated the emperor of Mughal, which increased the steady decline of
his remaining authority over India. Due in part to this declining power of the Mughal
Empire, France and Britain entered into the war of Austrian Succession (1743-1748).
While this war largely was fought over other issues on the continent of Europe, limited
fighting still occurred in India between France and Britain. Britain managed to regain the
trading base at Madras due to the war. 15
Since the Glorious Revolution, the East India Company controlled the majority of
India. This supremacy lasted until 1740, when the British government sent in regular
troops to help support the troops of the Company. While the Company still possessed
control of the administrative tasks, the deployment of troops suggested that the British
government and monarchy would not stay out of the domestic affairs of India much
longer. When fighting broke out in India during the Seven Years War (1756-1763),
Robert Clive emerged as a hero of the war efforts. He fought in the Battle of Plassey in
1757, which became a major victory for the British, in which the East India Company
troops defeated the nawab of Bengal, who was friendly with the French. This victory
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allowed the East India Company to assert military control over a land area larger than the
islands of Britain.16 The Battle of Plassey was so important that Maya Jasanoff‒a notable
Indian historian‒wrote, “If one had to announce a time and place for the birth of the
modern British Empire, then it would be in the far-flung contests of the Seven Years
War.”17 The East India Company, after the Battle of Plassey, signed more treaties with
the Indian Princes, thereby expanding the influence of the Company to even more of the
Indian subcontinent.18
During this period of Indian history within the context of the British Empire, the
East India Company was the only part of British influence directly engaged in the events
occurring in India. The British monarchs, while not directly involved with India,
maintained their interest in the subcontinent and began slowly increasing its influence in
the region with the deployment of regular British troops. Soon, however, a new issue in
another part of the Empire would draw the Crown’s attention away from India.

North America: The American Colonies and Canada
The reigns of James I (1603-1625) and Charles I (1625-1649) witnessed the
establishment of the first successful American Colonies in Virginia and Maryland, with
more colonies established in the following reign of Charles II (1649/60-1685).* A royal
charter allowed the Virginia Company to establish the Virginia colony in 1606. The
Company named the first settlement Jamestown, in honor of King James I. The founding

*

The discrepancy with the dates at the beginning of the reign of Charles II is
because Charles I was beheaded in 1649, with the monarchy being removed until Charles
II was reinstated in 1660. While he was technically the King from the moment of Charles
I’s death, he was not recognized until the people of Britain restored him officially to the
throne.
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of Maryland occurred in 1633 with a charter granted to Lord Baltimore. In 1684,
Massachusetts applied for a charter, but Charles II denied the request, and instead joined
it in a charter with New York and New Jersey under the Dominion of New England.
When the Glorious Revolution broke out four years later, many of the colonies took the
chance to assert their rights to have separate charters. The colonies were so dissimilar,
both in economic and social structure, that by 1750 the only similarities between them
were the common allegiance to the British Crown.19 This was caused by the common
belief by the colonies that they were separate and individual entities under the British
Crown.
When the Seven Years’ War broke out in the Ohio River Valley between French
and British subjects, the American colonists saw the war as a chance to gain more land in
the west to settle. Many American colonists fought alongside the British redcoats* in the
hopes of achieving victory. James Wolfe, a military commander, led a British invasion on
the French North American colony of Quebec, capturing it with ease. The Treaty of Paris
of 1763, which ended the Seven Years’ War, transferred a large amount of territory from
French to British control, including all the territory east of the Mississippi river, including
the area of Upper and Lower Canada, with the heavily French populated area of
Quebec.20 This gave Britain a near monopoly of power in North America. Despite all this
gain, Britain sank into financial debt due to the war, and the new dominance of power in
America upset the balance of power in Europe, causing some social and political
challenges.21
The large presence of a French population within the new lands of British North
*

Redcoats were the name used to refer to the British army, whose army uniforms
were red.
19

America proved to be an issue, especially given the discontent in the thirteen American
Colonies to the south. In order to prevent Canada, and especially Quebec, from joining in
the rebellions, the British government passed the Quebec Act of 1774, which granted
special status to Quebec. It allowed the Catholic Church to continue to exist within
Canada and influence colonial governance, while allowing the French speaking
population to retain their language rights.22 Granting rights to the French population
within Canada helped prevent them from joining in the rebellion of the American
Colonies, which broke out the following year.

The American Revolution and King George III (1760-1820)
George III ascended to the British throne in 1760 at the age of twenty-two. He
became King near the end of the Seven Years War with France, and reigned over Britain
during one of the most volatile periods in its history. As Lawrence James, a notable
scholar on the British Empire, states, “between 1778 and 1783 the British empire faced a
crisis which remained without equal in seriousness until the summer of 1940.”23 During
his sixty-year reign, Britain lost the larger part of its colonial Empire in the American
Colonies, and fought an almost continuous stream of wars with France. These wars
between the two nations occurred in all corners of the globe, with the two colonial
powers fighting throughout the Americas, India and the European continent. Britain,
coming out victorious in all of the wars except the American Revolution, became the
dominant global power in the world for the next century.24
The role that King George III played in the American Revolution is larger than
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Figure 1. King George III. Source: Simon Schama, A History of Britain: The Fate of
Empire 1776-2000, Vol. 3. (New York: Hyperion, 2002), 47.
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many believe, and yet not as large as it would have been at an earlier time in British
history. After the Glorious Revolution established the English Bill of Rights, the power
of Parliament was equal to, or supreme to, the monarch’s power. During the crisis over
the American Colonies, a debate concerning some of the powers of the Crown occurred.
The debate focused on the Crown’s “right to intervene, to grant peerages, to choose
ministers, [and] to dissolve parliament.”25 Some even proposed the reenacting of the
Crown’s right to veto legislation in response to the India Bill.* King George III showed
during the course of the American Revolution that formal royal power did not completely
diminish after the establishment of the English Bill of Rights, but that it was still a viable
and important power wielded by the Crown.26
With the expansion of territory under the East India Company in India, the
administrative costs began to rise, and by the early 1770s, the Company faced severe
financial trouble. King George III decided to help the Company, hoping that by helping
the East India Company he could gain more influence on the subcontinent of India. In
1773, Parliament passed the Regulating Act, which gave the Company a loan in exchange
for partial control of Indian affairs. A loan of that magnitude, however, was difficult for
Britain to provide since it was also in debt due to the Seven Years War. In order to raise
the revenue needed to pay the loan to the East India Company, and to pay off the debt of
the British government, King George III and Parliament passed a series of acts. These
acts imposed taxes on the colonies of the British Empire, but the thirteen American
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The India Bill was an attempt to reinforce the power of the Regulating Act of
1773, which had not solved the problems that the administrators faced in the governing of
India. King George III opposed this bill, and he was able to get the bill defeated in the
House of Lords by using his power of persuasion, saying that anyone who voted yes to
the bill would be considered an enemy of the King.
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Colonies did not receive them well.27
The most famous of these‒the Stamp Act of 1765‒placed a duty on all paper
products sold within the colonies. This was the first direct tax placed on the colonies, and
it enraged the colonists. The Tea Act of 1773 was another act put in place as a way to
help the East India Company, by allowing the Company to ship directly to the colonies
instead of having to go through London. This act lowered the overall price of tea, but the
government put a modest tax on top of the tea to help the Company get out of debt.
Despite the fact that the price of the tea with the tax was still lower than it had been
before, the colonists were angry that any tax was placed on the tea.28 The passage of these
and other acts by the British Crown and Parliament made the American colonists feel that
their rights as English citizens were being infringed upon. Something had to be done to
stop this invasion of their rights, and so a meeting of colonial representatives was
scheduled.
The First Continental Congress met in 1774 to discuss the options that the
American Colonies could take to combat the series of Acts passed by the British
government, which they saw as violations of their rights as British subjects. In the
Journals of the Continental Congress from 1774, the “Statement of Violations of Rights”
outlines all the offenses that the American colonists felt the British Government imposed
on them. All of the offences they directed not only at Parliament but also at the King,
because the colonists still saw the King as the head of the government. The listed
offences include the taxation of the colonies without the consent of those colonies, the
housing of British soldiers during times of peace without the consent of the colonies, the
granting of the Quebec Act of 1774, and the movement of trials of colonists to Britain.29
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The colonists saw all of these offenses as gross infringements on the rights of the
colonists as English citizens, and the Continental Congress determined that they would
take peaceful steps to regain recognition of their rights.
One of these peaceful steps taken by the Continental Congress included writing a
“Petition to the King” in which the colonists would lay out the offenses of the British
government against the colonists directly to the King, appealing for relief from the
policies.30 The colonists hoped that this petition would make the King act on their behalf,
and stop Parliament from continuing to infringe on the rights of the colonists. In the
petition, the colonists wrote that the “duty to your majesty and regard for the preservation
of ourselves and our posterity, the primary obligations of nature and society command us
to entreat your royal attention” for the halting of the grievances listed.31 This petition,
however, proved useless, because King George III favored the acts passed by Parliament.
Even if King George III had felt sympathy towards the colonists, “it is hard to see how
the king constitutionally could have gone against a policy overwhelmingly endorsed by
Parliament.”32 As this quote demonstrates, the constitutional limits placed on the
monarchy by the English Bill of Rights severely limited the powers of the Crown in this
area.
The fact, however, that the colonists wrote the petition shows that the respect for
the institution of the monarchy was still prevalent in the colonies at this time. The
colonists demonstrate this respect within the petition in a number of areas. They state,
“These sentiments are extorted from hearts, that much more willingly would bleed on
your majesty’s service,” and that because of “your royal authority over us and our
connexion with Great-Britain, we shall always carefully and zealously endeavour to
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support and maintain” the loyalty to the Crown.33 At this early point in the conflict
between Britain and the American Colonies, the majority of colonists had no desire to
break away from the British Empire. They only wanted to have more representation and
respect for their rights as Englishmen. These statements of devotion and loyalty to the
British Crown are not, as some could hold, diversionary tactics to hide the colonists true
desire to be rid of the Crown’s rule. They were, in fact, true disclosers of the colonists
feelings towards the Crown and Britain.
Neither the American colonists nor the British were willing to modify their stance
in this conflict between mother country and colony, forcing the colonists to abandon their
attempts at peaceful resolution of the issues. The American Revolution broke out in 1775,
with the battles of Lexington and Concord. For the greater part of the next decade, Britain
and the American Colonists fought over the fate of the British Empire and the possible
birth of a separate nation for the American colonists.
With the American victory in the Revolutionary War in 1783, many people
believed that the British Empire would go into ruin. They thought that Britain losing the
largest part of its Empire would severely weaken its ability to maintain its global power.
This did not happen. Instead, the British Empire continued to grow into one of the
world’s largest global Empires. After losing the American Colonies, Britain increased the
amount of land it controlled in India, and it gained other colonies throughout the world.
Beginning in the 1880s, Britain, along with other European nations, entered into the
Scramble for Africa. This was a race of the European powers to gain colonies in Africa
and increase their power in relation to each other. The Scramble for Africa allowed
Britain to increase its colonies on the continent of Africa from the few colonies on the
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western coast it had previously had, to becoming one of the dominant European powers
on the African continent.
While the British Empire survived, and even thrived, after the American
Revolution, the monarchy did not fare as well. The formal power of the monarchy
continued to decline, and after the death of King George III, the decline of power
increased in speed with the reign of King George IV (1820-1830). King George IV’s
personality and conduct was one of the leading factors of the decline of esteem for the
monarchy. While he was still Prince of Wales, George’s personal conduct sparked many
controversies, including his secret marriage to a Catholic woman. This was a
controversial act by the Prince because it was in violation of two acts governing the
marriages of royalty. The first was the Royal Marriages Act, which required permission
from the King for all marriages by anyone of royal blood, and the second was the Act of
Settlement, which forbade marriage to a Catholic. In essence, the Prince had twice
forfeited his succession to the throne, although his actions were not widely known at the
time.34
The decline of monarchical power that George IV faced during his reign caused a
new type of power to emerge‒informal power based upon public opinion. Before this
time, the reigning monarch hardly ever traveled through the nation, and many British
subjects would never see the King or Queen. Due to the overwhelming elitist aspect of
the government at the time, and the lack of public power on the monarchy, there existed
no need for the Crown to appeal to the broader public. With the decline of formal power,
however, the monarchy “compensated increasingly for the loss of formal political power
by adopting a less remote attitude, by appealing to a wider range of its subjects, and by
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concerning itself greatly with its public image.”35 This greater drive towards public
opinion and favor accompanied the increase in the ceremonial aspects of the monarchy,
including the celebration of weddings, birthdays and coronations. During King William
IV’s reign (1830-1837), another decline of the power of the monarchy occurred. The
Reform Act of 1830 increased the franchise significantly, allowing the weight of public
opinion to matter more than the Crown’s opinion in the selection of ministers.36 When
more people from lower classes were allowed to vote for ministers, they elected ministers
who were more accountable to the people than to the Crown, which no longer had a role
in the choosing of ministers.

The Reign of Queen Victoria (1837-1901)
By the time Queen Victoria ascended to the throne in 1837, the monarchy had lost
a significant amount of its formal political power. Victoria, however, managed to find
ways to hide or disguise the loss of that power. Indeed, the extension of the Empire
during her reign was a way to “offset and mask the political decline of the monarchy at
home by providing it with an important and eye-catching role abroad.”37 This increased
role abroad led to the Crown being the uniting symbol of the British Empire in her reign
and the reigns of her successors. Two areas of the Empire in which this new and
expanded role of the Crown occurred were Canada and India.
While the British Crown controlled Canada, or British North America, since the
end of the Seven Years War, it was during Victoria’s reign that one of the largest
developments in British-Canadian history took place. In 1837, rebellions broke out in the
provinces of Canada, and the British government sent Lord Durham in 1838 to
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Figure 2. Queen Victoria. Source: BBC News UK, “Royal Wedding: Family Tree,”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-13050232 (accessed March 13, 2012).
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investigate the uprisings and find a way to end them. In his report, famously known as the
Durham Report, he suggested that in order to diminish the rebellious tendencies, the
provinces of Upper and Lower Canada‒or Ontario and Quebec respectively‒should be
united and given a form of responsible government* within their own territories.38 By
allowing the provinces to decide issues that affected them specifically, it not only gave
them the satisfaction of having their own government, but it also saved the British Crown
and Parliament some trouble over issues that may not be as important in Britain as in
Canada.39 The British Parliament still decided the larger questions of government, such as
foreign relations, but they passed control of the domestic affairs to a Canadian controlled
government.†
This form of governance worked for about thirty years, but in 1867, Britain
granted Canada the status of Dominion. This meant that the nation of Canada would now
be an independent and sovereign nation, with complete control over all affairs of the
state, only retaining the monarch as the official head of state. In the Constitution Act of
1867, Canada expressed its “desire to be federally united into One Dominion under the
Crown of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, with a Constitution similar in
Principle to that of the United Kingdom.”40 They established a parliamentary system of
government almost identical to that of Great Britain, with an appointed Governor-General
executing the Crowns duties within Canada. The Constitution Act of 1867 is still active

*

Responsible government is “a regime in which legislative and executive power
are fused together in a cabinet that is accountable to an assembly of the people’s elected
representatives.”
†

It is important to note that while the new government was controlled by
Canadians, those within the government were all of European descent, and most were of
British descent.
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in Canada today, but in 1982, Canada amended it with a second Constitution Act,* which
included a Charter of Rights and Freedoms as well as some changes to the structure of the
system of government.41 As Canada continued to gain more rights of self-governance
from the British government, other areas of the Empire, including India, did not have the
same privilege.
Ever since the passage of the Regulating Act of 1773, the British government
continued to assert more control over the governance of India. Not until 1858, however,
did India formally come under the sovereignty of the British Crown. Throughout the near
century between the Act and the formal claim made by the Crown, the British influence
in India slowly expanded through the East India Company. Governor-Generals like
Warren Hastings led pursuits of more land, and for the most part had unbroken success.
The indigenous people of India proved no match for the British and East India Company
troops. They would either not fight against the British, instead signing treaties before
battles broke out, or if they did fight, their weaponry and force was not able to stand
against the power of the British troops.
There were some instances in the early years of Victoria’s reign, however, that
made the fate of India uncertain. For example, in 1857, the Indian Mutiny broke out,
which almost annihilated the presence of the East India Company, and even the British
government, in India. When the mutiny first broke out, few of the British government
officials believed that it would last long, so they did not believe that the uprisings would
continue for long. After a few weeks of the continued violence against women and
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The Constitution Act of 1982 also included patriation of the Constitution of
1867, which meant that the document would be moved from Great Britain, where it had
been held since 1867, to Canada.
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children, as well as against the British troops, officials began to reconsider the cause of
the uprisings. As Viscount Palmerston wrote in a letter to Queen Victoria on June 26,
1857, “the extent of the Mutiny appears to indicate some deeper cause than that which
was ascribed to the first insubordination. That cause may be, as some allege, the
apprehension of the Hindoo priests that their religion is in danger by the progress of
civilization in India, or it may be some hostile foreign agency.”42 This mutiny weighed
heavily on the mind of Queen Victoria. In many of her letters, she discusses the proper
way of dealing with the uprisings. On August 22, 1857, in a letter to Viscount
Palmerston, Queen Victoria demonstrated her knowledge that the uprisings in India
threatened Britain’s control over India. She wrote, “The Queen must repeat to Lord
Palmerston that the measures hitherto taken by the Government are not commensurate
with the magnitude of the crisis.”43 She also demonstrated her distress at the Indian issue
in a letter she wrote to her uncle, the King of the Belgians, on September 2, 1857.
Dearest Uncle, ‒…We are in sad anxiety about India, which engrosses all our
attention. Troops cannot be raised fast or largely enough. And the horrors
committed on the poor ladies‒women and children‒are unknown in these ages,
and make one’s blood run cold. Altogether, the whole is so much more distressing
than the Crimea‒where there was glory and honourable warfare, and where the
poor women and children were safe. Then the distance and the difficulty of
communication is such an additional suffering to us all. I know you will feel
much for us all. There is not a family hardly who is not in sorrow and anxiety
about their children, and in all ranks‒India being the place where every one was
anxious to place a son!...44 (emphasis in original)
When the British finally regained control, the Queen and the government knew that
changes in the governance of India had to occur if it was going to stay under British
control.
The announcement of formal sovereignty by the Crown over India in 1858 was
just the thing needed to assert increased military control over the subcontinent. This
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allowed the government to pass the East India Stock Redemption Act in 1873, which
allowed the Crown to assume all of the governing responsibilities that the East India
Company had held. Effectively, this act firmly placed the Crown at the head of Indian
government, and merged all of the remaining East India Company troops with the British
army.45 The increased sovereignty of the British Crown over India caused Queen Victoria
to push for a new title in reference to India. For most of her reign, Queen Victoria
believed that India should “‘belong to me,’” and that she should be the Empress of
India.46 Her advisors discounted her requests for the title of Empress of India, until
William of Germany received the title Emperor in 1871. After he received the title of
Emperor, the progress towards making Queen Victoria Empress accelerated. This was
partially because Germany had recently become a unified nation, and was competing
with Britain for dominance in Europe and around the globe. The fear of Germany
becoming more powerful than Britain helped spur the adoption of the title “Empress of
India.” The adoption by the Crown of the title “Empress of India” finally happened in
1876.47

Conclusion
Queen Victoria’s reign was the culmination of a long series of factors and events
that led to the decline of the formal power of the Crown. As John Cannon and Ralph
Griffiths state, “Her [Victoria’s] long reign had demonstrated that not even the most
determined monarch could prevent the draining away of direct political power.”48
Instead, beginning before her accession to the throne and continuing during her reign the
monarchy’s power was transformed into a new type of power, one of public appeal in

32

which “the monarchy became a rock of stability and security in a world of constant and
bewildering change.”49 The Crown in the reign of Queen Victoria and her heirs became
the unifying symbol that united the British Empire, and later, the Commonwealth.50
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Chapter 2
King Edward VII to King Edward VIII

Ministers come and go; the King remains‒the King with a continuous experience
unequalled by that of any other sovereign or head of a State, and the great
qualities of character that have enabled him in these momentous times to practise
without challenge or criticism the very difficult art of Constitutional Sovereignty.
-J. A. Spender1

King Edward VII
King Edward VII (1901-1910) was the eldest son of Queen Victoria, and her heir
apparent for over sixty years. During his time as Prince, both Victoria and her husband,
Prince Albert, feared that their son was not suitable for the Crown. This fear emerged
with the knowledge of his lazy and unkind nature, and his rendezvous with less than
suitable women. Prince Albert, in a letter to his daughter, highlights this fear of his son’s
nature when he states, “‘it does grieve me when it is my own son, and when one
considers that he might be called upon at any moment to take over the reins of
government in a country where the sun never sets.’”2 The fact that Edward was fifty years
old before Victoria allowed him any access to state papers illustrates the level of fear she
had that her son was not suitable for the Crown, and lacked the necessary discretion to
keep the matters of the state secret.3
In 1875, Prince Edward made a seventeen-week long royal visit to India. This was
the first time he had a direct role in presenting the royal family to the world. He visited
many of the Princely states within India, and helped improve the relationship these states
had with the British.4 However, the distance Queen Victoria kept Edward from important
matters of state is demonstrated in the fact that Edward learned of his mother’s adoption
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Figure 3. King Edward VII. Source: BBC News UK, “Royal Wedding: Family Tree,”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-13050232 (accessed March 13, 2012).
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of the title “Empress of India” in a newspaper while in India, and not from any
government officials. He is quoted as saying, “As the Queen's eldest son, I think I have
some right to feel annoyed that the announcement of the addition to the Queen's title
should have been read by me in the newspapers instead of [my] having received some
intimation of the subject from the Prime Minister.”5 The attitude Victoria held towards
her eldest son helped create in him a sense of harmed dignity, which he continuously
tried to keep intact through the rest of his life.
Despite the distrust in their son, Edward VII did take his position on the throne
after the death of Victoria, and ruled for almost a decade. While his reign was short and
he did not exert an extraordinary amount of influence on the Empire, he did make two
important contributions during his reign. The first was the reforms of the armed services,
which many scholars believe to be one reason the British fared well during the Great
War,* which broke out in 1914, four years after his reign ended. His second contribution
was raising “the profile of the monarchy, bringing it into the public eye, and obtaining for
himself vast and genuine popularity.”6 By making the monarchy more visible, he allowed
it to enter into the twentieth century with a solid footing, and allowed his heirs to build on
that foundation.
Regardless of the minimal impact King Edward VII had on the Empire, there
were significant developments in India during his reign; the growth of power of the
Indian National Congress and Muslim League. A British official named Allan Octavian
Hume established the Indian National Congress in 1885. The Congress’ original intent
*

The Great War is more commonly known today as the First World War. Before
the outbreak of the Second World War, many people believed that the Great War was the
“war to end all wars.” Only when the Second World War broke out did the need to
rename it emerge.
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was to reduce Indian disaffection towards British rule. Soon, however, the Congress
became the main channel of Indian Nationalism against British rule, and specifically the
British raj. Leaders of the Congress were mainly educated Indians, most of which were
educated in Britain or British sponsored schools.7 While Hindus dominated the Congress,
they did not view the organization as a religious entity. The Congress wanted Indians to
view themselves first as Indians, and only secondly as Hindus or Muslims. The divisions
between the two religions, however, created tension.
Religious differences between the Muslims and Hindus dominated the history of
India. Muslims controlled governance under the Mughal Empire, but after the British
took control of India, the two dominate religions in India continued to fight over which
one represented the people of India. The Muslim League emerged largely as an opponent
to the Indian National Congress in 1906.8 While there were some instances in history that
the two groups joined efforts against the British, ultimately they were rivals in trying to
gain control of India’s governance. The growth and activities of these two groups, while
emerging in the reign of King Edward VII, continued and increased in importance in the
reigns of the monarchs to follow.

King George V
King George V (1910-1936) was the second son of Edward VII. His older brother
died at a young age in 1892, leaving George as the oldest son. Due to his place as second
son, his father sent him to be a sailor at an early age, which resulted in him traveling the
world more than most of his predecessors. These travels allowed him to gain a better
understanding of the “colonial point of view.”9 By having a better understanding of the
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Figure 4. King George V. Source: BBC News UK, “Royal Wedding: Family Tree,”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-13050232 (accessed March 13, 2012).
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colonies and the Empire, George became the first monarch who truly understood the
importance that the Empire had on Britain. He knew that the survival of Britain as a
nation depended on maintaining positive relationships and friendships with the nations of
the Empire. This knowledge led him to begin the tradition of making annual Christmas
messages to the Empire. While the improvement of technology ultimately allowed him to
be the first monarch to utilize the radio, he was also the first to understand that presenting
a personal affection towards the people of the Empire would allow greater feelings of
unity and devotion towards the Crown.
In 1905, while still Prince of Wales, George visited India. Ever since this visit, the
Indian people respected the Prince, and later King. When King George V ascended the
throne, he became the first monarch to have a coronation Durbar in India. In 1912, King
George traveled again to India to participate in the Durbar in his honor. While there, he
participated in large game shooting of tigers.10 This act of participating in the traditions
of the native peoples helped increase the affection many in India felt towards their King.
Despite this affection showed to the King, it is still important to remember that the Indian
National Congress and Muslim League were still seeking self-government and
independence from British rule.
Many documents and statements from nations, which had relations with Britain
during the reign of King George V, show the importance of the role he played in foreign
affairs. J. A. Spender describes the documents kept by Germany and Austria where
officials of these nations discuss their interactions with the King. None of these
documents gives any discredit to the King, and indeed, “show him to be shrewd and
observant, and more aware than some of his Ministers of the general drift of events.”11
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George’s understanding of the Empire’s place in Britain made him always pay attention
to its needs, even when the Great War loomed and threatened to divert his attention to the
affairs of Europe.12
In addition to his understanding of the Empire’s importance, King George V also
won himself respect from his subjects. As John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths state, “above
all he possessed a basic integrity, a determination to do his duty.”13 The King’s
determination to do his duty led him to execute his role as constitutional sovereign
without fail. When the Great War broke out in 1914, he proved himself devoted to his
position as monarch of the British people above anything else. This devotion is described
by Cannon and Griffiths when they state “George V had placed the claims of
constitutional monarchy before those of family loyalty or even personal friendship,
distancing himself from Tsarist autocracy, which was doomed.”14 For several centuries
before this time, the royal families of Europe had all intermarried with each other. Due to
this, the royal families in charge during the time of the First World War were cousins.
The three most notable royals at the time were King George V, Kaiser William of
Germany, and Tsar Nicholas of Russia. As the quote demonstrates, King George’s
willingness to choose the people of the British nation and Empire over his family in other
nations gave the British people assurance that their King was devoted to their needs and
desires.
This act by King George V of choosing his people and nation over his family won
him support with the greater British population, as well as throughout the Empire. The
fact that there was never a scandal or conspiracy tied to King George V’s name increased
the personal prestige of the monarchy. As stated by Cannon and Griffiths, “by the end of
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his reign the personal prestige of the monarchy was at a new height.”15 The honesty in
which he exercised his duty won him the love and loyalty of the British Empire, and
allowed his successor to assume the throne on a wave of affection for the Crown.

King Edward VIII
King Edward VIII (1936), while Prince of Wales, understood like his father the
importance of the colonies and dominions to the Empire and the British nation. As Hector
Bolitho‒a biographer of Edward VIII‒states, “[he realized that] the strength of his
father’s Empire depended more on friendship with the new countries than by meddling
with the old feuds of Europe.”16 At a time when the feuds of Europe were strong, this
understanding held crucial importance. Edward not only understood that friendship
needed maintaining, but also saw the Empire as an economic unit, which could support
the nations within it separately from the rest of the world.17 A year after the conclusion of
the Great War, Edward set out in 1919 on a tour of the Empire in order to maintain the
feeling of unity, which the war had produced between the colonies and the mother
country. This tour was the first of many vital tours, which kept the Empire intact. As
Lawrence James states, “it would be impossible to calculate what contribution these and
other royal tours made to imperial cohesion.”18 His first stop was the Dominion of
Canada, which would also be one of the most important stops of his tour.
The reception he received in Canada was better than many of his advisors
believed it would be. Even the French Canadian population welcomed him, with only
minor setbacks on his tour. He traveled across Canada from east to west, and loved the
people and the place so much that he became the first of the royal family to purchase and
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Figure 5. King Edward VIII. Source: Museum of Australian Currency Notes, “The
Commonwealth Bank and the Note Issue: 1920-1960: Unissued Noted of the 1930s,”
http://www.rba.gov.au/Museum/Displays/1920_1960_comm_bank_and_note_issue/uniss
ued_notes_of_the_1930s.html (accessed March 13, 2012).

46

own personal property on Canadian soil. Near the city of Calgary, he purchased a ranch,
which he visited many times during his life. The fact that the Crown Prince owned land
in their country made the Canadians not only proud of their Prince, but also extremely
loyal to him.19 When asked once whether he felt differently towards Canada than Britain,
the Prince responded, “‘on the contrary, I regard myself as belonging to Great Britain and
to Canada in exactly the same way.’”20
The Prince proceeded after his visit to Canada to journey to the rest of the Empire,
including a trip to India in 1921. This proved to be a more challenging visit than the
Canadian trip, due to the movements of the Indian National Congress and the Muslim
Leagues’ push for independence. Mohandas K. Gandhi, one of the major leaders of the
Indian National Congress since 1919, planned boycotts at every stop on the Prince’s tour.
His plans did not prevent, however, people from going out to see the Crown Prince of
Britain. “Even if loyalty was not strong, love of splendor and ordinary human curiosity
spoiled Gandhi’s plan[s]” to boycott the Prince’s tour.21 The Indian people were so
interested to see the Prince and the events, which took place with him present, that they
briefly ignored their feelings towards British rule in favor of their sheer curiosity. This
curiosity by the Indian people often misled Edward into thinking that there was true
overwhelming loyalty and support within India for the Crown and Britain as a whole.
Despite the tension of loyalty felt in India, the royal visits around the Empire were
overall successful. Not only was Edward able to present himself as the son of a King who
was loved throughout the Empire, but he was able to show to the people of the Empire
that he cared for the common people and their troubles. Edward’s understanding of the
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Empire’s importance, and the importance of the ties of loyalty and affection to the
Crown, can be seen in his first speech to the Empire as King in 1936. In it he states,
I am better known to most of you as the Prince of Wales, as a man who during the
war and since has had the opportunity of getting to know the people of nearly
every country of the world under all conditions and circumstances. And although
I now speak to you as the King, I am still that same man, who has that experience
and whose constant effort it will be to continue to promote the wellbeing of his
fellow men.22
This speech* helps to demonstrate the view held by the Crown of the important place the
Empire held in keeping the monarchy alive. Without the affection and unity to the Crown
throughout the Empire, the survival of the monarchy through the twentieth century would
be in doubt.
Prince Edward, however, did not devote his time solely to the Empire, but also to
women who were less than suitable. Like his grandfather, Edward VII, Edward’s father
feared that Edward’s qualities would help “the boy to ruin himself in twelve months.”23
The accuracy of this statement is startling. Mrs. Wallis Simpson was the ultimate factor
that led to his downfall. Mrs. Simpson was an American who had been married twice and
divorced once. When she first met the Prince of Wales in 1930, she was still married to
her second husband.24 An affair between the two quickly emerged, causing great
consternation for the royal family. While the family believed this was just another affair
like the ones he had engaged in before and would quickly be over, they were wrong.
Edward fell in love with Mrs. Simpson, and was determined to marry her and make her
his Queen.
Once King George V died and Edward took his place on the throne, talk of a
coronation Durbar like that of his father’s arose. Edward had not enjoyed his earlier visit
*

The full text of the speech is reprinted in Appendix B.
48

Figure 6. Mrs. Wallis Simpson with King Edward VIII. Source: Chris Jones, “Profile:
Wallis Simpson,” BBC News World Edition,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/2699035.stm (accessed March 13, 2012).
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to India as much as the other parts of the Empire like Canada, but he realized that in order
to keep stability within India he would need to go back for this event.25 He never went on
this trip, however, because Edward’s scandal with Mrs. Wallis Simpson soon became too
large of an issue, and Edward VIII decided to abdicate the throne.
The abdication crisis had a more severe impact on the Canadians than it did the
British, mainly because of the amount of coverage the issue received in the American
press. The British press did not print any information on the issue with Edward and Mrs.
Simpson until the week before he abdicated the throne, making the whole ordeal seem
short to the British population. The American press was not so kind, and printed
countless articles on the affair, which leaked into Canada, making it much more of an
issue in Canada than it was in Britain.26 A letter received from Lord Tweedsmuir, a
Canadian official, stated the opinion that many Canadians held towards the crisis.
Canada is the most puritanical part of the Empire and cherishes very much the
Victorian standards of private life. . . . She has a special affection and loyalty for
the King . . . [which] is strongly felt particularly by the younger people . . . and
they are alarmed at anything which might take the gilt off their idol. Canada’s
pride has been deeply wounded by the tattle in the American Press….27
The issue revolving around the abdication crisis was whether the King would be
able to retain the respect of the people throughout the Empire were he to marry Mrs.
Wallis Simpson. In order to gauge opinion from the Empire on this issue the Prime
Minister sent a message to the Dominions with a list of three options. The first, that
Edward would marry Mrs. Simpson and she would become Queen; the second, that they
would marry, he would continue as the King, but she would not become Queen; or the
third, that he would abdicate in favor of his younger brother, the Duke of York.28
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The Canadian Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, responded with his opinion that if
Edward were determined to marry Mrs. Simpson, then abdication in favor of the Duke of
York would be the “‘honourable and right course for the King to pursue.’”29 While there
were some people within the Empire who believed that the King’s ministers forced the
abdication on the King, Mackenzie King did not believe this. He stated that, while the
Canadians preferred Edward’s abdication to his marrying Wallis Simpson, “‘were it
believed [the] King’s abdication was something imposed by his ministers…and not a step
voluntarily proposed by His Majesty himself for reasons of State, the whole matter would
I believe be very differently regarded.’”30 After Edward VIII abdicated, he issued a
speech stating that he had made the decision on his own, helping to support the belief
throughout the Empire that his advisors did not force him into the decision.*

Conclusion
The importance of these three monarchs in the Empire may be difficult to see at
first glance. With further review, however, how each contributed to the strength and
cohesion of the Empire becomes visible. Edward VII strengthened the public image of
the monarchy, allowing his heirs to improve the personal image of the Crown, both
domestically and within the Empire. George V took this increased public image and
added his honesty; integrity and discipline that made his subjects respect and honor him
throughout his life. His knowledge of the Empire and its people allowed his son to be
better equipped to handle the relations between the mother country and the colonies and
dominions. Edward VIII brought his deep understanding of the importance of the Empire

*

King Edward VIII’s abdication speech is reprinted in Appendix C.
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into his reign. This knowledge in turn passed onto his successor, his brother the Duke of
York. If he could use this knowledge well, he could do what his brother could not, and
improve the relations of the Empire. Edward’s decision to abdicate the throne, however,
had the potential to ruin what Edward’s father, grandfather, and great grandmother
worked so hard to protect and achieve. The very survival of the monarchy was tested, and
only a strong and determined monarch could hope to save the Crown from its destruction.
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Chapter 3
King George VI

I saw everywhere not only the mere symbol of the British Crown; I saw also,
flourishing strongly as they do here, the institutions which have developed,
century after century, beneath the aegis of that Crown.
- King George VI1

King George VI and the Empire before the Second World War (1936-1939)
Prince Albert, the Duke of York, was the second son of King George V (19101936). He had grown up in the shadow of his older, more popular and better-looking
brother, Prince Edward. King George V had rarely let the Duke of York attend any
meetings of important state business, because, as the second son, he never believed
Albert would have to worry about performing the duties of the Crown. Instead, the Duke
of York became a naval officer and performed minor royal duties like taking trips to
Australia and New Zealand to open new sessions of Parliament. The Duke enjoyed
staying in the shadow of his older brother, and feared making any public appearances,
and for good reason. Prince Albert developed a stutter as a child and suffered from it the
rest of his life. While he employed Lionel Logue, a speech therapist, to help with his
speech impediment, he never outgrew the fear and difficulty of speaking in front of
people.2
When King George V died in January 1936, his eldest son assumed the throne as
King Edward VIII. Edward’s reign as monarch was short, abdicating the throne on
December 10, 1936, in order to marry the woman he loved, Mrs. Wallis Simpson. The
abdication of Edward VIII thrust the Duke of York into the role of the monarchy as King
George VI. Many have called George VI the “reluctant king,” and very aptly so. As John
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Figure 7. King George VI. Source: The Official Website of the British Monarchy, “Image
Gallery,” http://www.royal.gov.uk/HistoryoftheMonarchy/Imagegallery.aspx (accessed
February 22, 2012).
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Wheeler-Bennett‒a notable biographer of the King‒states, “from every aspect his new
dignity was unwelcome to him; the sudden and tragic circumstances of its coming, his
personal dislike of publicity and limelight, and his practical unpreparedness, all tended at
first to overwhelm him.”3 There was perhaps no other British monarch in all history so
reluctant to assume the throne.
The abdication of Edward VIII not only thrust his brother into the monarchy
against his will, but also thrust the British monarchy into a crisis unlike any other it had
faced before. A King so deliberately refusing his duties to his nation and Empire caused
many to think that the institution of the monarchy “had lost its usefulness,” and the
elimination of the monarchy in favor of a republican form of government was more
appealing to some people.4 George VI knew the damage to the monarchy, which the
abdication of his brother caused, and knew that the most important job of his reign would
be to repair the damage. In a letter to the Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, he wrote “I am
new to the job but I hope that time will be allowed to me to make amends for what has
happened.”5 Through his sixteen-year reign as monarch, George VI was not only able to
fix what had been broken, but succeeded in expanding the image of the monarchy as a
respectable institution throughout the world.
George VI devoted himself to his duties as monarch as few, and some argue none,
had done before.6 Having served as a naval officer and traveled through the Empire on
several occasions, the King was able to understand and connect with the public on a
completely different level.7 While Edward had been very popular throughout the Empire
because of his good looks and charm, George became popular because of his courage in
the face of challenges and his devotion to his nation and Empire over his own desires, as
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well as through his personality.8 The fact that George VI had a speech impediment was
not a secret, and his struggle with this made him seem more human to his subjects, who
had an “understanding of his difficulties and respect for the way he faced them [which]
produced a very deep public affection.”9 This affection existed not only in Britain itself,
but also in other parts of the Empire, including Canada and India.

Canada
Canada was one of the most important parts of the British Empire during the midtwentieth century. Stanley Baldwin called Canada “‘the eldest child of the
Commonwealth,’”10 representing the amount of time and scope of history that the two
nations shared. Due to the length of time Canada was in the Empire, the British
government listened to the government of Canada perhaps more than any other
Dominion, as is shown in the deference to Canadian opinion concerning the abdication of
Edward VIII. When it was determined that the King choose abdication in favor of his
younger brother over the other options, the Canadian government and nation gave their
full support to the new King.
In respect to the issue of George VI’s coronation, Canada had some issues they
wanted addressed. The first concerned the oath that he would take at the coronation
ceremony. For the coronation of his father in 1911, part of the oath had contained the
words “King of Great Britain and Ireland and Ruler of the British Dominions beyond the
Seas.”11 Canada and other nations in the Commonwealth raised the issue that George VI
was not only King of Great Britain and Ireland, but of Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
and South Africa as well. These nations wanted to have the King take the oath to be their
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King at the same time as he took the oath for Great Britain. To respond to these wishes,
George VI and his advisors changed the oath to state that he was King of all of these
nations. The new oath‒to which the King would respond in the affirmative‒would ask the
King if he would, “solemnly promise and swear to govern the peoples of Great Britain,
Ireland, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the Union of South Africa, of your
possessions, and the other territories to then belonging or pertaining and of your Empire
of India, according to their respective laws and customs?”12 The action of changing the
words helped show to the Empire and Commonwealth that the King respected their
wishes and demands.
As the possibility of war with Germany began to grow, Canada took a firm stance
on the power of the Canadian Parliament to be the only body to decide if Canada went to
war. Canadians were afraid to be drawn into a war that they did not support, especially
given the division of the population. Only half of Canadians were of British descent, a
quarter was of French descent, and the other quarter was a mix of aboriginal and other
European nationalities.13 This division of ethnic populations prevented Canada from
supporting the British monarchy and government with a united voice. When Adolph
Hitler of Germany threatened to invade Czechoslovakia in 1938, the British government
realized that war with Germany would occur if they decided to protect Czechoslovakia
from invasion. The Canadian Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, opposed a war over
Czechoslovakia, believing that the mass of Canadian opinion would be against a war,
which they saw as a small issue.14
In 1937, Mackenzie King had attended the coronation ceremony, not only to see
his new sovereign crowned, but also to ask him to travel to Canada. The King agreed,
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understanding that building up loyalty to him throughout the Empire and Commonwealth
was increasingly important. Realizing that war with Germany was imminent, George VI
decided to honor his agreement to travel to Canada in the summer of 1939. The war was
not the only factor, however, in the King’s decision to visit Canada. He also agreed
because he had enjoyed his visits to parts of the Empire during his days as Duke of York.
This visit to Canada was the first ever by a reigning monarch, and being the symbol of
the Commonwealth, it provided Canada with “a living symbol of the reality of the British
Commonwealth, its essential vigour and effectiveness, despite its many superficial
contradictions and seeming inconsistencies.”15 The trip was meant as a way to strengthen
the loyalty of Canada to the British Crown, and in effect to Britain itself in case a war
with Germany should occur.
There was some fear going into the trip concerning the reception that the King
and Queen would receive, given the history of secession talks within Canada and the
opposition to a war. Due to the close proximity of Canada to the United States, Canadian
public opinion tended to resemble that of the United States, including the trend for
isolationism during the inter-war period.16 This tendency made George VI realize that
visiting the Dominion of Canada was a top priority for him. His role in the Empire was
that of “consolidator of imperial loyalty,”17 and regaining loyalty from Canada was
crucial given the events that were simultaneously happening in Europe. Once King
George VI visited Canada, it appeared that the feelings of isolationism disappeared, as
John Wheeler-Bennett demonstrates when he states, “If such sentiments had existed, they
now disappeared ‘like thin clouds before a Biscay gale.’”18 The presence of the sovereign
within Canada accomplished the goal of the trip, to increase and gain the support and
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loyalty of the Canadian people to the Crown. A nation of fierce nationalists, Canadians
were overwhelmingly pleased that they finally got to meet their King and Queen, and
even more pleased when they found the royals more pleasant than they could ever have
imagined. This sentiment, states Wheeler-Bennett, was not only from the population of
British descent, but came from within French dominated Quebec as well, who called
George VI and Elizabeth “‘Our King and Queen’ instead of ‘your King and Queen.’”19
Sarah Bradford, a biographer of the King, argues that there were still those
isolationists who did not welcome the King and Queen. She states that isolationists from
Canada saw the trip in a deeply suspicious way. They felt it was a ploy to drag the nation
into the imminent war with Germany.20 George VI and his administrators both at home
and in Canada were faced with the challenge of ensuring the trip was not viewed as a
propagandist’s ploy to gain Canadian support for a war. The careful planning helped to
make the royal trip to Canada in 1939 a success, with little opposition or discontent
arising within Canada. King George VI in a speech given at Guildhall on June 23, 1939,
after returning from the trip summed up the success of the trip in these words:
I saw everywhere not only the mere symbol of the British Crown; I saw
also, flourishing strongly as they do here, the institutions which have developed,
century after century, beneath the aegis of that Crown; institutions, British in
origin, British in their slow and almost casual growth, which, because they are
grounded root and branch on British faith in liberty and justice, mean more to us
even than the splendour of our history or the glories of our English tongue.
Even in the loyal enthusiasm shown to the Queen and myself by hundreds
and thousands of my Canadian subjects, young and old, I thought I detected too
the influence of those institutions. For it was not alone that actual presence of the
King and Queen that made them open their hearts to us; their welcome, it seemed
to me, was also an expression of their thankfulness for those rights of free
citizenship which are the heritage of every member of our great Commonwealth
of Nations.
It was the desire to serve the ideals of that Commonwealth which led me
to undertake my journey to foster its sane and wholesome faith; to show, if I
could, that its Headship, which I have been called upon to assume, exists to-day
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as a potent force for promoting peace and goodwill among mankind ‒ these were
the objects that I, and the Queen with me, set out to fulfil. It will be a source of
thankfulness to us all our lives long if we have in some sort succeeded.21
This quote demonstrates the King’s affection for Canada, and the perceived success of
the goals, which he set out to achieve on his trip.

India
As soon as George VI became King, an issue surfaced in relation to his Indian
Empire. His brother Edward, before he abdicated, had agreed to take a trip to India during
the winter of 1937-1938 to have an Accession Durbar, which was a celebration of the
new King’s coronation. After Edward’s abdication, a debate arose as to whether King
George VI should uphold his brother’s promise and travel to India for his own Accession
Durbar. George VI had a large desire to visit India, which was one part of the Empire he
had never before seen. However, the abdication crisis in 1936, and fears of what could
happen if the new King left the country so soon after his accession caused some of his
advisors to object to his visit. Two of his advisors, however, believed that the trip should
proceed. Both of these men, who were stationed in India‒Lord Zetland, the Secretary of
State in India, and Lord Linlithgow, the Viceroy‒tried to persuade the King into
proceeding with the trip. The Viceroy stated that India had a “‘deep respect and regard’”
for the Crown and by coming to India to have the Durbar it would help remove “‘any
unsettling effects which the King’s abdication could have produced.’”22 Lord Zetland and
the Viceroy also agreed that were the King to postpone the trip it “would cause grave
disappointment to the masses of India, who had displayed great loyalty on the occasion of
King George V’s Silver Jubilee and at the time of his death.”23

62

Along with the abdication crisis, there were other reasons that the King’s advisors
objected to the Indian trip. The calls for independence made by the Indian National
Congress led by Gandhi, and later Nehru, continued, and even increased in potency in the
1930s and early 1940s. Gandhi was perhaps the most influential leader in the early to mid
part of the twentieth century, gaining international recognition for his nonviolent protests
and actions towards his efforts to gain Indian independence. This nonviolence Gandhi
called soul-force. He wrote in his autobiography that, “If I could popularize the use of
soul-force, which is but another name for love-force, in place of brute force, I know that I
could present you with an India that could defy the whole world to do its worst.”24
Despite this call for nonviolence, there were still instances of members of the Congress
becoming violent. Nehru had a deep distaste for the imperial form of government, which
spurred him into a leading role of the resistance. Both of these men helped to lead the
Congress in its calls for complete independence and nothing less.25
The Indian National Congress in 1937 had passed a law stating that they would
not attend the Accession Durbar for the King, and forbade any Congress officials from
attending. George VI’s advisors believed that this act could be enough to encourage
Indians who supported the movement for independence to try something rash. They saw
this as a possible threat to the safety of the King, and advised him against proceeding
with the Indian trip in late 1937, instead postponing it until a time when progress
occurred towards self-government.26
The new government of India set up by the Government of India Act of 1935,
which became active on April 1, 1937, did not provide for full self-government, and
implementation was proving difficult due to the divisions between factions within India.
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Figure 8. Gandhi. Source: Simon Schama, A History of Britain: The Fate of Empire
1776-2000, Vol. 3. (New York: Hyperion, 2002), 387.
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The Indian National Congress was the main faction within India, but there was also the
Muslim League, which also sought independence, but held vastly different beliefs than
the Indian National Congress party. Due to this, George VI’s advisors felt it would be a
year or two before a trip to India could be plausible. Lord Zetland and the Viceroy did not
agree with this stance, believing that by not coming the Indian people would see it as “an
indication that the Imperial Government feared the Indian Congress Party.”27 In the end,
the King decided to postpone the India trip, to his great personal distress.28 This decision
also meant that George VI never visited his Indian Empire during his life. Because of the
outbreak of war in Europe in 1939, King George VI’s attention was drawn away from the
Indian issue for a time.

King George VI and the Empire during the Second World War (1939-1945)
When Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, Britain and its allies decided
they could not proceed with a policy of appeasement any longer. Instead, they decided
that they needed to stop Hitler’s expansion with force. Neville Chamberlain, the Prime
Minister at the time, declared war on Germany on September 3, 1939. After Chamberlain
delivered the declaration of war speech, the King also gave a speech, in which he called
on Britain and the Empire to join in their fight against Germany. In this speech, the King
said,
In this grave hour, perhaps the most fateful in our history, I send to every
household of my peoples, both at home and overseas, this message, spoken with
the same depth of feeling for each one of you as if I were able to cross your
threshold and speak to you myself.
For the second time in the lives of most of us we are at war. Over and over
again we have tried to find a peaceful way out of the differences between
ourselves and those who are now our enemies. But it has been in vain. We have
been forced into a conflict. For we are called, with our allies, to meet the
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challenge of a principle which, if it were to prevail, would be fatal to any civilized
order in the world.
It is the principle which permits a state, in the selfish pursuit of power, to
disregard its treaties and its solemn pledges; which sanctions the use of force, or
threat of force, against the sovereignty and independence of other states. Such a
principle, stripped of all disguise, is surely the mere primitive doctrine that might
is right; and if this principle were established throughout the world, the freedom
of our own country and of the whole British Commonwealth of Nations would be
in danger. But far more than this ‒ the peoples of the world would be kept in the
bondage of fear, and all hopes of settled peace and of the security of justice and
liberty among nations would be ended.
This is the ultimate issue which confronts us. For the sake of all that we
ourselves hold dear, and of the world’s order and peace, it is unthinkable that we
should refuse to meet the challenge.
It is to this high purpose that I now call my people at home and my
peoples across the seas, who will make our cause their own. I ask them to stand
calm, firm, and united in this time of trial. The task will be hard. There may be
dark days ahead, and war can no longer be confined to the battlefield. But we can
only do the right as we see the right, and reverently commit our cause to God. If
one and all we keep resolutely faithful to it, ready for whatever service or
sacrifice it may demand, then, with God’s help, we shall prevail.
May He bless and keep us all.29
The King’s speech accomplished what he was trying to achieve, uniting the people of
Britain and the Empire and Commonwealth behind the Crown in the fight against
Germany. An outpouring of support for the British government from the Empire followed
the declaration of war. While many of the Dominions like Canada would support the war
effort willingly, and declare war on Germany within days, there were some of the
colonies that had no choice in whether to go to war, like India.30
George VI during the war was thrust into the spotlight, and his subjects all looked
to him for comfort during the troubled times of war. As Cannon and Griffiths state, “the
outbreak of war helped to re-establish the prestige of the monarchy by giving the royal
family a very clear role to play.”31 This role was to be the symbol of strength and unity
for the Empire. The King and Queen executed their duty with dignity and poise.
Throughout the war the King gave numerous moving speeches, which were broadcasted
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throughout the Empire giving encouragement for the cause of their fight.* Perhaps the
most unifying action taken by the King during the war was the choice to stay at
Buckingham Palace while it was bombed on September 13, 1940. As Wheeler-Bennett
states,“The bombing of Buckingham Palace was a factor of considerable importance in
unifying the Monarchy with the peoples of Britain and of the Commonwealth.”32 This act
showed to the people that the King and Queen were willing to share the burdens and
dangers faced by their subjects. By refusing to leave in the face of danger, the King
demonstrated to his people that he would never abandon them in times of turmoil.

Canada
After Neville Chamberlain declared war on September 3, 1939, Mackenzie King
expressed his support for Britain. Seven days later, on September 10, 1939, he went to
Parliament in Ottawa and asked for the approval of a declaration of war, which he
received with no division between the French and English populations. The royal visit to
Canada earlier that year had an impact on making the Canadian population support the
British decision to go to war. George VI’s personality and upstanding character made him
a man whom all subjects throughout the Empire could respect and admire.33
During the Second World War, Canada contributed a vast amount of supplies and
troops to the war effort. Canada was the third largest contributor of the Empire and
Commonwealth in the number of soldiers who fought in the war at 770,000, only behind
Britain and India, with 4,650,000 and 1,789,000 respectively.34 It was also the member of
the Commonwealth, which contributed the largest amount of aircraft, tanks, anti-aircraft
*

See Appendix D for a selection of King George VI’s speeches during the war.
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guns, tracked vehicles, and machine-guns to the war effort. This higher contribution to
the war effort was in part due to the manufacturing capacities of Canada, which were
larger and superior to other nations of the Commonwealth.35
George VI recognized the fact that Britain would not have been able to fight
against the Germans without the aid of troops and supplies from nations like Canada.
During his annual Christmas address to the Empire and Commonwealth in 1941, the King
thanked the nations of the Empire for their contribution to the war effort. In this speech,
he used a story that Abraham Lincoln had used during his time as president of the United
States. This story was “about a boy who was carrying a much smaller child up a hill.
‘Asked whether the heavy burden was not too much for him, the boy answered, “It’s not
a burden, it’s my brother.”’”36 He used this story as a way to show the solidarity that the
Empire had shown throughout the war, as well as the appreciation that he personally felt
towards the contributions made by the nations of the Empire.

India
India was informed on September 3, 1939, that it was at war with Germany by the
British Imperial Government. This angered the Indian National Congress, who believed
that only the Indian government should be allowed to determine whether they go to war
or not. Despite this anger, the Indian population had been opposed to the dictatorships of
Hitler and Mussolini, and had disagreed with the policy of appeasement followed by
Britain under Neville Chamberlain. In the first two years of the war, Gandhi tried to get
his followers in the Indian National Congress not to do anything that would compromise
the war effort.37 The support many in India showed towards the war efforts, while
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perhaps not to the imperial government or King, is demonstrated by Gandhi. He writes in
his autobiography, “‘Whilst, therefore, it is clear to me that we should give to the Empire
every available man for its defence, I fear that I cannot say the same thing about financial
assistance.’”38 This quote is representative of the fact that India contributed a significant
number of soldiers to fight in the war effort‒1,789,000 as was noted above in the
Canadian section‒but resisted contributing to the war effort in financial areas.39
When Japan entered into the war, they swiftly captured Singapore and Burma, and
advanced to the border of India by April 1942. This presence of Japan on their border
made Indians fearful of an attack on India. The Indian National Congress felt that the
only reason Japan would attack India was due to the British presence there, and if the
British were to leave then Japan would not attack India.40 A movement emerged called
the “Quit India” campaign, led by Gandhi and Nehru, trying to force the British out of
India. This movement, however, was put down within six weeks when the British
authorities arrested both Gandhi and Nehru. The ability of the British within India to
destroy the movement within a short time showed the weakness of the independence
movement during the war.41 George VI and his advisors realized, however, that the calls
for independence were real, and began to think about the possibility of granting India its
independence.
Yet, despite this continued call for independence, the Indian National Congress
and Muslim League rejected the Cripps Offer of 1942.* This offer was a draft declaration
of policy that Britain would implement following the conclusion of the war. There were

*

This offer was named after Sir Stafford Cripps who was the British official in
charge of offering the deal to India.
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Figure 9. Nehru. Source: NNDB, Tracking the Entire World, “Jawaharlal Nehru,”
http://www.nndb.com/people/263/000085008/ (accessed March 2, 2012).
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three main clauses contained in the Cripps Offer. The first would create an Indian Union,
which would be equal to all other Dominions within the Commonwealth of Nations and
would have a constitution drafted by a body elected by the people of India. Second, it
would allow any region or province who did not like the constitution to abstain from
joining the Union. Thirdly, a treaty would be signed between Britain and the elected body
to protect the rights of minority groups within India.42 George VI did not think that the
secession clause should be included within the offer, but his advisors overruled him.
Nonetheless, the Indian National Congress and Muslim League still denied accepting this
offer, in the belief that it did not go far enough in granting the wishes for Indian
independence.43
When King George VI appointed Lord Wavell the new Viceroy in 1943, Wavell
considered releasing Gandhi and Nehru from prison as a sign of clemency. This upset the
King greatly, stating in his diary “‘Gandhi is now discredited in U.S.A. & in India’ … ‘&
to let him out of confinement now is a suicidal policy. I was very annoyed when I heard
of it some days ago.’”44 While the King would later support the cooperation between the
British government and the leaders of the independence movements in India, he felt that
by releasing the leaders of the opposition during wartime could greatly harm the efforts
of the British military.45

King George VI and the Empire after the Second World War (1945-1952)
The end of the Second World War brought with it a new foundation for the
Commonwealth of Nations and the culmination of the concern over rule in India. King
George VI was not only willing to change the structure of the Commonwealth of Nations,
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but was willing to offer the chance to all colonies to withdraw from the Empire and
become an independent nation outside the new British Structure. This position taken by
the King is demonstrated in a statement by Clement Attlee, a member of Parliament,46 in
1952, when he states “‘During his reign there were developments in the Commonwealth,
some of which entailed the abandonment of outward forms which a lesser man might
have felt difficult to surrender, but he was essentially broad-minded and was ready to
accept changes that seemed necessary.’”47 This flexibility showed by King George VI is
another example of the flexibility of the institution of the monarchy and its willingness to
change as a whole over the years.
Some of the most important changes to the structure of the Commonwealth were
decided in the Conference of Commonwealth Prime Ministers in April 1949. At this
conference, the Prime Ministers discussed many difficult issues facing the
Commonwealth. Among these was the issue of India’s remaining within the
Commonwealth while becoming an independent republic, and the title or name the
nations of the Commonwealth would be called. The speed at which this conference
concluded with a declaration* agreeable to all was beyond the expectations set out by
examples in history. Within two weeks of the original meeting, the Prime Ministers sent
the declaration to the King for his approval.48 After making sure that all members in
attendance agreed on the terms of the declaration, the King gave a speech to the gathered
ministers, in which he stated,
Gentlemen,
I am glad to be able to congratulate you on the promptitude with which
you have finished the task on which you started only a few days ago.
*

The full text of the declaration will be provided in the India section, as India is
the major issue discussed within the declaration.
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I wish that certain other countries, who are not privileged to belong to our
British Commonwealth, could show an equal degree of commonsense and good
temper when they meet us round the Conference table.
The problem of which you have just offered me your solution is one that
has given us all very grave concern. That solution is a striking example of the
elasticity of our system.
So far, it has stood tests such as no other association of nations in history
has ever survived. Believing as I do that it has in it immense powers of good for
humanity generally, I sincerely trust that it may not in the future be subjected to
any greater strain.
Meanwhile, I thank you, gentlemen, for the wisdom and toleration which
you have all shown in your handling of this present problem. I hope with all my
heart that the arrangement which you now propose may redound to the greater
happiness of all those millions whose well-being is the responsibility of all of us
in this room today.49
The following sections will provide a further examination of how the declaration affected
the nations of Canada and India.

Canada
Canada was one of the nations represented at the Conference of Commonwealth
Prime Ministers described above. While the primary reason for the meeting was the issue
of India, there were a few issues that Canada wanted addressed as well. After the end of
the Second World War, Canada, along with some of the other Dominions within the
Commonwealth, decided that they no longer wanted to be called a “dominion” of the
British Empire. Instead, they wanted to have a title that signified equality with Britain in
the Commonwealth, not a title that implied inferiority. In this conference, an agreement
was reached that the nations of the Commonwealth would be referred to as members,
instead of Dominions. This is visible in the language of the declaration, which
emphasizes the equality shared by all the members of the Commonwealth.50

73

India
Of the two case studies, India had the most important relationship with Britain
and King George VI after the conclusion of the Second World War. In 1945, the British
government began discussions with the Indian National Congress and the Muslim League
to determine the best way to transfer power from British control to Indian control. Lord
Wavell, in 1945, finally released Gandhi and Nehru from prison in order to work towards
forming a provisional government. The divisions between the Indian National Congress
and the Muslim League, however, were proving too vast to draft a compromise on the
form of government. George VI and his advisors decided that if the leaders of the two
parties went to London, the King and his advisors could possibly mediate an agreement
between the two groups. At a dinner at Buckingham Palace, the King sat between Nehru
and Jinnah‒the leader of the Muslim League.51 Neither of these two men were willing to
carry on a conversation with the King, and he concluded, “‘the leaders of the 2 parties I
feel will never agree. We have gone too fast for them.’”52
The King’s feeling proved to be correct. Neither party was willing to compromise
in favor of a unified government. Due to the disagreements, it was determined that a
partition of India was perhaps the only option for the transfer of power. Once Lord
Mountbatten‒ a cousin of King George VI‒was appointed Viceroy of India in 1947, the
progress to the partition of India, into India and Pakistan, gained momentum. On July 8,
1947, the Indian Independence Bill became law.53 This separated India into two
sovereign nations, and granted them each the right of self-government as a Dominion of
the Commonwealth. The Indian National Congress, led by Nehru, was granted authority
over the new nation of India, and Jinnah and the Muslim League were granted authority
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over the new nation of Pakistan. Nehru and the Indian National Congress decided to
remain within the Commonwealth at the beginning of the transfer of power, instead of
separating from Britain completely, because of the immediate advantages it would
provide. One of these advantages included helping ease “the suspicions of the rulers of
princely states” in India and smooth “their integration into the Indian Union.”54 After the
partition of India, Nehru and the Indian National Congress believed they would only
remain in the Commonwealth temporarily. When the transition to their own government
was complete, the leaders planned to separate completely from British influence.
Soon, Nehru saw the advantages of remaining within the Commonwealth, and
tied to the King. He and the Indian National Congress began to see membership in the
Commonwealth in the same light as the Prime Minister of New Zealand, when he stated
that membership allowed for “independence with something added and not independence
with something taken away.”55 Joining the Commonwealth meant all the sovereignty of
being completely independent, but with the added support and aid of the other members
of the Commonwealth. Therefore, when India began to draft a constitution to make India
an independent Republic, leaders of the Indian National Congress decided they wanted to
remain within the Commonwealth.56 In his autobiography, published in 1942, Nehru
wrote in opposition to the imperial nature of the Empire. The opposition he wrote then
shows why, in 1947, he agreed to remain within the Commonwealth. He wrote, “If we
claim independence today, it is with no desire for isolation. On the contrary, we are
perfectly willing to surrender part of that independence, in common with other countries,
to a real international order.”57 This real international order for India, while not what
Nehru had originally envisioned, was the British Commonwealth of Nations.
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The Conference of Commonwealth Prime Ministers met in this setting in April
1949. India, wanting to be an independent republic, wanted also to be a member of the
Commonwealth. This was the first time any republic desired to remain within a
membership of nations showing allegiance to a monarchy. As Wheeler-Bennett states,
…though India was not prepared to recognize King George as her King she was
ready to acknowledge him as the Head of the Commonwealth, and the other
member states indicated a willingness to acquiesce in India’s continued
association in the Commonwealth on these terms. Thus allegiance to the Crown
would cease to be regarded as the intrinsic requirement of Commonwealth
membership…and the essential position of the Crown would become that of a
symbol of association.58
The Declaration of 1949 passed by the Conference of Commonwealth Prime Ministers
shows this agreement between the member nations of the Commonwealth.
The Governments of the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, South Africa, India, Pakistan and Ceylon, whose countries are united as
Members of the British Commonwealth of Nations and owe a common allegiance
to the Crown, which is also the symbol of their free association, have considered
the impending constitutional changes in India.
The Government of India have informed the other Governments of the
Commonwealth of the intention of the Indian people that under the new
constitution which is about to be adopted India shall become a sovereign
independent Republic. The Government of India have, however, declared and
affirmed India’s desire to continue her full membership of the Commonwealth of
Nations and her acceptance of The King as the symbol of the free association of
its independent member nations and as such the Head of the Commonwealth.
The Governments of the other countries of the Commonwealth, the basis
of whose membership of the Commonwealth is not hereby changed, accept and
recognize India’s continuing membership in accordance with the terms of the
declaration.
Accordingly the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa, India, Pakistan and Ceylon hereby declare that they remain united as free
and equal members of the Commonwealth of Nations, freely co-operating in the
pursuit of peace, liberty and progress.59
This agreement served as a basis for other nations within the Empire that they could
follow India’s example in joining the Commonwealth. Many nations under British
control on the African and Asian continents followed this example during their moves
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towards decolonization and joining of the Commonwealth.60

Conclusion
Through the reign of King George VI, the formal and informal power wielded by
the Crown is visible in relation to the nations of the Empire. At the time of his succession
to the throne, the survival of the institution was in doubt. The Abdication of Edward VIII
had produced a crisis, the like of which had never been seen before. However, due to the
personal strength of character and determination of the new King, the British monarchy
not only survived the ordeal, but also expanded its appeal throughout the nation, Empire
and world. As King George V once said of the Duke of York, “‘Bertie* has more guts
than the rest of them put together.’”61 Sarah Bradford further remarks, “while lacking his
brother’s public relations skills, the crowd-pulling, flashing charm, he had what his
brother so noticeably had not‒self-discipline and integrity.”62
The personal characteristics that led his father to make the statement above, also
led the British Empire to respect and follow their new King. They formed an attachment
to the royal family throughout the war and after. Not only that, but the ability of King
George VI to adapt and change to new views and ideas concerning the Empire and his
rule within the Empire is another example of the flexibility of the British monarchy as an
institution, driven by individuals who wanted what was best for their people.

*

Bertie was the nickname given to King George VI by members of the royal

family.
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Conclusion

Institutions have a strength and resilience not granted to mere mortals and it
would be surprising if the 21st century did not see the reigns of Charles III and
William V.
-John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths1

Over the past four centuries, the British monarchy has managed to survive,
despite sometimes overwhelming odds. Even with the beheading of one King, a coup
against another and the abdication of a third, the monarchy found a way to maintain its
status. The British Empire played an integral role in this ability of the Crown to survive.
As formal political powers were stripped away, monarchs like Queen Victoria and King
George VI found ways of masking the loss of that power. They did this by expanding the
Empire and the image of the Crown within the Empire. Over time, the monarchy has
stopped representing the formal political power of the British nation, Empire, and
Commonwealth, and has instead emerged as the symbolic image of the traditions of
Britain and its Empire.
Beginning before the outbreak of the Second World War and increasing in speed
after the conclusion of the war, the British Empire morphed into the British
Commonwealth. The willingness of the Crown to adapt to this change and accept a new
position within the new Commonwealth helped in maintaining the Crown’s informal
power. This is just another example of the willingness of the British monarchy to change
and relinquish certain powers, because of the knowledge that the Empire, and later the
Commonwealth, would still provide them with substantial symbolic power.
After the abdication of King Edward VIII, the monarchy faced one of the largest
challenges to its survival it had ever faced. But the character and integrity of King George
82

VI saved the monarchy from destruction. Part of this was because of the fact that the
King and Queen refused to abandon their people during the Second World War, staying
in London, despite the fact that there were no political duties requiring them to stay. By
refusing to leave London, he not only sent a message to the British people that he was in
the struggle with them, but sent the same message to the Empire as a whole. This act by
King George VI, along with his annual Christmas messages to the Empire, allowed the
Empire to feel a deep connection and affection for him as their King, but also for the
monarchy as an institution. King George VI not only saved the monarchy during his
reign, but also allowed his daughter and heir to receive large public support when she
assumed the throne.
When King George VI died at the age of fifty-six in 1952 his daughter and heir
was away on a tour of the Empire. She and her husband, Prince Philip, cut their tour short
to head back to England to mourn the King’s death. From her father she inherited his
powerful sense of duty to her nation and Empire. While the formal powers of the
monarchy at the time she ascended the throne were severely limited in domestic affairs,
she still maintained prerogative over certain aspects of political life. One of these areas
where her prerogative still held weight was within the Empire and Commonwealth. As
Cannon and Griffiths state, “if the role of the crown in domestic politics has remained
unobtrusive during Elizabeth’s reign, its contribution in imperial and international affairs
has grown.”2 The Crown, being the unifying symbol of the Commonwealth and the Head
of the Commonwealth, means that the monarchy holds more sway over issues of Empire
than over domestic issues.
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At the time of Queen Elizabeth’s accession in 1952, some colonies within the
Empire were gaining, or had gained, their independence from British control. This could
have meant the total loss of those nations from the Commonwealth, but some of the
nations decided to remain within the Commonwealth. The three major nations that
decided to take this path were India, Pakistan and Ceylon. The Crown thus became the
only remaining link, which united these nations with Britain and the rest of its Empire
and Commonwealth. While there were several nations within the Empire that elected to
leave the Commonwealth once they gained their independence, there were many others,
which chose to remain a member. There were also some nations, which decided to join
the Commonwealth, despite not being a part of the former British Empire. Mozambique,
a former colony of the Portuguese Empire, was one of these nations, which decided to
join the British Commonwealth in 1995. Despite the few nations, which left the
Commonwealth, it still managed to grow during the reign of Queen Elizabeth II, and by
1997, there were fifty-three member nations.3
Queen Elizabeth II used her symbolic power, acquired through the many reigns of
her predecessors, to advocate for the importance of the Commonwealth. In that spirit,
many members of the royal family continue the tradition of tours throughout the
Commonwealth. Queen Elizabeth, as the unifying symbol of the Commonwealth, has
held that it is no longer an Empire where one nation is superior to the others, but instead
is “a group of equals, a family of likeminded peoples whatever their differences of
religion, political systems, circumstances and races, all eager to work together for the
peace, freedom and prosperity of mankind.”4
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APPENDIX A
LIST OF MONARCHS FROM QUEEN ELIZABETH I UNTIL QUEEN ELIZABETH
II

Monarch

born

acceded

died

Elizabeth I

7 Sept.1533

17 Nov. 1558

24 Mar. 1603

James I

19 June 1566

24 Mar. 1603

27 Mar. 1625

Charles I

19 Nov. 1600

27 Mar. 1625

beheaded 30
Jan. 1649

Charles II

29 May 1630

30 Jan. 1649;
6 Feb. 1685
restored 29 May 1660

James II

14 Oct. 1633

6 Feb. 1685

declared to
have abdicated
11 Dec. 1688;
Died 6 Sept.
1701

Mary II

30 April 1662
}joint sovereigns
William III
4 Nov. 1650

13 Feb. 1689

28 Dec. 1694

13 Feb. 1689

8 Mar. 1702

Anne

6 Feb. 1665

8 Mar. 1702

1 Aug. 1714

George I

28 May 1660

1 Aug. 1714

11 June 1727

George II

30 Oct. 1683

11 June 1727

25 Oct. 1760

George III

24 May 1738

25 Oct. 1760

Regency declared 5 Feb.
1811; died 29
Jan. 1820

George IV

12 Aug. 1762

Regent from
26 June 1830
5 Feb. 1811;
Acceded 29 Jan. 1820

William IV

21 Aug. 1765

26 June 1830

20 June 1837

Victoria

24 May 1819

20 June 1837

22 Jan. 1901
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Edward VII

9 Nov. 1841

22 Jan. 1901

6 May 1910

George V

3 June 1865

6 May 1910

20 Jan. 1936

Edwards VIII

23 June 1894

20 Jan. 1936

abdicated 11
Dec. 1936;
died 28 May
1972

George VI

14 Dec. 1895

11 Dec. 1936

6 Feb. 1952

Elizabeth II

21 April 1926

6 Feb. 1952*

*

List of monarchs taken from: John Cannon and Ralph Griffiths, Oxford
Illustrated History of the British Monarchy (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998).
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APPENDIX B
KING EDWARD VIII’S SPEECH ON HIS ACCESSION TO THE THRONE

“It has been an ancient tradition of the British monarchy that the new sovereign
should send a written message to his peoples. Science has made it possible for me to
make that written message more personal, and to speak to you all over the radio.
This, however, is no innovation, for my father has for the last few years spoken to
his peoples at Christmas time. Little more than two months ago, he broadcast his last
Christmas message, and to many of you the sound of his voice must still seem to be
ringing in your ears. He was speaking then, at the close of a long and wonderful reign,
which covered a period of twenty-five years during which unprecedented changes have
taken place, and great anxieties and problems have been shared by all.
Throughout his reign he set a high example of constant devotion to duty, and he
was ever concerned for the welfare of his subjects and of all those under his protection. In
times of adversity, his calm confidence was an inspiration to all his people and he shared
in their joys, as well as in their sorrows. I know how in the dominions, in India, in the
colonies and dependencies, the bond of loyalty to the Crown, that symbol of the unity of
many lands and many populations, has been strengthened by the tie of personal devotion
to my father. I feel that his death is not only an overwhelming grief to my mother and to
us his children, but that it is at the same time also a personal loss to you all.
To the princes and peoples of India, I send my greeting as the King Emperor. The
manifestations of your sorrow and of your loyalty at this time have been a source of deep
gratification to me. The associations in peace and in war between the British and Indian
peoples have been long and honorable, and the examples set by Queen Victoria, King
Edward the seventh, and by King George, lays on me as their successor a solemn trust to
maintain and strengthen those associations.
Queen Mary, my family, and myself, have been greatly helped by the worldwide
tributes of genuine sorrow, which we have received from every side. The vast crowds
assembled reverently at the funeral, the homage to the late king’s memory, and the
written words of sympathy by thousands of people, not only those resident within the
British Empire, but in many foreign countries as well, is a thing that we will never forget.
It is wonderful for us to know how universally my father’s great qualities have been
appreciated and valued. It is no mere form of speech to say that he reigned in the hearts
of his people. And it was his happiness to know before he died that his long years of
unstinted service were rewarded by a devotion and an affection so perfectly expressed in
the jubilee demonstrations of last year.
It now falls upon me to succeed him, and to carry on his work. I am better known
to most of you as the Prince of Wales, as a man who during the war and since has had the
opportunity of getting to know the people of nearly every country of the world under all
conditions and circumstances. And although I now speak to you as the King, I am still
that same man, who has that experience and whose constant effort it will be to continue
to promote the wellbeing of his fellow men.
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May the future bring peace and understanding throughout the world. Prosperity
and happiness to British people, and may we be worthy of the heritage which is ours.”*

*

BBC, “Edward VIII, King of Great Britain: Edward VIII’s first message to the
Empire as King,” BBC Archive, Edward VIII: The King who Gave up the Throne for the
Woman He Loved, http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/edward_viii/12940.shtml (accessed
March 8, 2012).
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APPENDIX C
KING EDWARD VIII’S SPEECH AFTER HIS ABDICATION

“At long last I am able to say a few words of my own. I have never wanted to
withhold anything, but until now it has not been constitutionally possible for me to speak.
“A few hours ago I discharged my last duty as King and Emperor, and now that I
have been succeeded by my brother, the Duke of York, my first words must be to declare
my allegiance to him.
“This I do with all my heart.
“You all know the reasons which have impelled me to renounce the throne, but I
want you to understand that in making up my mind I did not forget the country or the
Empire, which as Prince of Wales and lately as King I have for twenty-five years tried to
serve.
“But you must believe me when I tell you that I have found it impossible to carry
the heavy burden of responsibility and discharge my duties as King as I would wish to do
without the help and support of the woman I love.
“And I want you to know that the decision I have made has been mine and mine
alone. This was a thing I had to judge entirely for myself. The other person most nearly
concerned has tried up to the last to persuade me to take a different course.
“I have made this, the most serious decision of my life, only upon a single
thought‒of what would in the end be best for all.
“This decision has been made less difficult to me by the sheer knowledge that my
brother, with his long training of the public affairs of this country and with his fine
qualities, will be able to take my place forthwith without interruption or injury to the life
and progress of the Empire.
“And he has one matchless blessing, enjoyed by so many of you, and not
bestowed on me, a happy home with his wife and children.
“During these hard days I have been comforted by, Her Majesty, my mother, and
by my family. The Ministers of the Crown, and in particular Mr. Baldwin, the Prime
Minister, have always treated me with full consideration. There has never been any
constitutional difference between me and them, and between me and Parliament.
“Bred in the constitutional traditions by my father, I should never have allowed
any such issue to arise. Ever since I was Prince of Wales, and later on when I occupied
the throne, I have been treated with the greatest kindness by all classes of people,
wherever I have lived or journeyed throughout the Empire. For that I am very grateful.
“I know quit altogether public affairs, and I lay down my burden. It may be some
time before I return to my native land, but I shall always follow the fortunes of the British
race and Empire with profound interest, and if at any time in the future I can be found of
service to His Majesty in a private station I shall not fail.
“And now we all have a new King. I wish him and you, his people, happiness and
prosperity with all my heart. God bless you all. GOD SAVE THE KING!”
Instrument of Abdication
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I, Edward the Eighth, of Great Britain, Ireland, and the British Dominions beyond
the Seas, King, Emperor of India, do hereby declare My irrevocable determination to
renounce the Throne for Myself and for My descendents, and My desire that effect
should be given to this Instrument of Abdication immediately.
In token whereof I have hereunto set My hand this tenth day of December,
nineteen hundred and thirty-six, in the presence of the witnesses whose signatures are
subscribed.
EDWARD R. I.
SIGNED AT
FORT BELVEDERE
IN THE PRESENCE
OF
ALBERT.
HENRY.
GEORGE.*

*

Hector Bolitho, King Edward VIII: An Intimate Biography, (Philadelphia: J. B.
Lippincott Company, 1937), 315-7.
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APPENDIX D
SELECTION OF KING GEORGE VI’S SPEECHES FROM DURING THE SECOND
WORLD WAR

The King’s Christmas speech of 1939:
“The men and women, of our far flung Empire, working in their several
vocations, with the one same effort all our members of the great family of nations which
is prepared to sacrifice everything, that freedom of spirit may be saved for the world.
Such is the spirit of the Empire, of the great Dominions, of India, of every colony, large
or small. From all alike have come offers of help for which the mother country can never
be sufficiently grateful.
Such unity in aim and in effort has never been seen in the world before. I believe
from my heart that the cause, which binds together my people, and our gallant and
faithful allies, is the cause of Christian civilization. On no other basis can a true
civilization be built. And let us remember this, through the dark times ahead of us, and
when we are making the peace for which all men pray. A new year is at hand, we cannot
tell what it will bring, if it brings a peace, how thankful we shall all be, if it brings us
continued struggles we shall remain undaunted.
In the meantime, I feel that we may all find a message of encouragement in the
lines, which in my closing words I would like to say to you. I said to the man who stood
at the gate of a year ‘give me a light that I may tread faithfully into the unknown.’ And he
replied, ‘go out into the darkness, and put your hand into the hand of God. That shall be
to you better than light, and safer than a known way.’
And may that almighty hand guide and uphold us all.”*
After the successful D-Day invasion on 6 June 1944, King George VI issued this speech:
“Four years ago our nation and Empire stood alone against an overwhelming
enemy with our backs to the wall, tested as never before in our history, and we survived
that test. The spirit of the people, resolute and dedicated, burned like a bright flame,
surely, from those unseen fires which nothing can quench.
Once more the supreme test has to be faced. This time the challenge is not to fight
to survive, but to fight to win the final victory for the good cause. Once again, what is
demanded from us all is something more than courage, more than endurance.”†

*

CBC, “King George VI’s Christmas message of 1939,” The CBC Digital
Archives Website, Canadian Broadcasting Corporation,
http://archives.cbc.ca/society/monarchy/clips/12704/ (accessed November 6, 2011).
†

Mark Logue and Peter Conradi, The King's Speech: How one Man Saved the
British Monarchy (New York: Sterling, 2010), 195-6.
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