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Appendix 3A 

Pre-Federation Unification Proposals 
 

 

By the time of Australian Federation in 1901, there were just three formally established 

federations:  the United States of America, established in 1789; Switzerland, established in 1848; 

and Canada, established in 1867 (Derbyshire and Derbyshire 1999: 622-623, 625, 710, 725).  So 

as Australia's British colonies developed throughout the nineteenth century, federations were 

still something of a novelty, British imperial power and unitary political culture still exerted a 

dominant influence over the Australian and other British colonies, democracy was also in its 

infancy and developing slowly and incrementally in Britain and throughout the British empire 

(see, for example, McMinn 1979: 36), and it was far from clear that a federal system of 

government would eventuate in Australia, let alone a democratic federal republic along the lines 

of the American model. 

 
A federal constitutional monarchy did in fact eventuate in Australia in 1901, but not before 

several other forms of government were proposed and considered from the 1830s onwards 

which varied widely across the confederal-federal-unitary continuum.   

 
Appendix 3A describes more than a dozen proposals and expressions of support for  unification, 

to achieve a fully or substantially unitary system of government for all or much of the Australian 

continent, as advanced by the following political and community leaders in the decades leading 

up to Federation in 1901: 
 

• NSW Governors Sir Richard Bourke and Sir George Gipps, in the 1830s and 1840s; 
 

• Sir James Stephen from the British Colonial Office, from the late 1830s until 1850; 
 

• Agricultural entrepreneur Alexander Berry of NSW, in 1853; 
 

• Victorian politician Charles Gavan Duffy, in 1856; 
 

• NSW Premier Sir Henry Parkes and QLD politician John Macrossan, from the late 1870s 
until the 1890s; 

 

• NSW Premier Sir John Robertson, in 1883; 
 

• New Zealand Governor Sir George Grey, in 1891; 
 

• NSW Premier Sir George Dibbs, in 1894; 
 

• South Australian Journalist John Medway Day, in 1897; 
 

• Tasmanian politician T. J. Bakhap, in 1897; 
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• South Australian Labor Parliamentarian Tom Price; 
 

• Victorian Politician Henry Bourne Higgins from the late 1890s; and 
 

• Delegates at the 1897 and 1898 Federation Convention sessions including William Lyne 
(NSW), Bernhard Wise (NSW), George Reid (NSW), Sir John Downer (SA) and Sir 
Richard Baker (SA); and 

 

• Melbourne Age Proprietor David Syme from the latter part of the nineteenth century. 
 

The support for unification described below ranges from the highly detailed proposals of Sir 

George Dibbs in 1894 to much briefer accounts of government system preferences, but in all 

cases clearly illustrating support for a form of government that is either fully unitary, or at least 

significantly more unitary in character than the federal system that came into effect in 1901.  

These accounts are especially significant in demonstrating that several leading advocates of 

Federation, as achieved in 1901, believed that unification should eventually take place, and that 

federation should be supported as a process of partial unification and a stepping stone to 

eventual unification, and on pragmatic grounds but only once it became clear that federation was 

the only form of government that all colonies would agree to at that stage of Australian 

development.  Several New South Welshmen who were heavily involved in the federation 

processes were clearly of this category of long term unificationists who were prepared to 

support for federation on the short term, such as Sir Henry Parkes, George Reid, Bernhard Wise 

and William Lyne.  But South Australian Sir John Downer also supported unification, or 

"amalgamation" as was his preferred description.  At the Melbourne session of the National 

Australasian Convention, Downer (1898: 2034) stated that "there is much to be said for 

amalgamation", but also acknowledged that "it is not our mission to establish an amalgamation 

of these colonies.  We are here under Bills passed by our various colonies, and there is a claim 

for federation, and not a claim for merging the colonies in one common concern."  Victorian 

Alfred Deakin also expressed views that others regarded as calls for unification, as illustrated by 

the following exchange between Deakin and Edmund Barton (1898: 202) at the 1898 Melbourne 

session: 

Mr. DEAKIN. – 
...  It is impossible to refuse to permit the settlement of great federal issues by the Federal 
Government simply because they involve dangers, unless the Federal Government is to deal with 
only minor and unimportant questions, and to be a kind of glorified Federal Council, instead of, 
as we intend, the popular and central Government of the whole of Australia. 
 

Mr. BARTON. - 
That is an argument for unification. 
 

Mr. DEAKIN. – 
All arguments for federation are arguments for that degree of unification, necessary for national 
interests and national ends. 
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Even Samuel Griffith of Queensland, often regarded as a very strong supporter of States' rights 

(see, for example, Crisp 1990: 121), said as follows at the Melbourne Federation Conference in 

1890 (Griffith 1890: 52-53, 55-56), hence substantially in agreement with Sir Henry Parkes and 

others who supported federation as an incremental step towards eventual unification: 

If possible, let us get a complete Federal Parliament and Federal Executive, one dominion with 
no rivalries – no customs rivalries at any rate, amongst ourselves.  If we cannot get all that let us 
get as much of it as we can.  ...  Every step in advance is something gained.  If we can get a 
Federal Government even with limited powers, let us have it; but of course we should prefer to 
attain the end we have in view at the earliest possible moment, and with the least intervals, 
because I recognise this, that every imperfect step we make is a halting place, and it may be 
some time before we can move from it.  Therefore, I would desire to go as far as we can now.  ...  
There are some things which it is quite clear, the separate provincial governments cannot do 
properly or efficiently, although they may do them in some sort of way.  ...  There must be some 
day a fiscal union.  ...  I maintain that federation without fiscal union would be better than no 
federation at all.  ...  Suppose we had a Central Government for defence, uniform laws, the 
regulation of trade and commerce externally, the post-office, sea fisheries, &c., and the colonies 
still held separate custom tariffs, we should be so much better off by reason of the regulation of 
things I have named by a Central Government, and as regards fiscal matters we should be no 
worse off than we are now.  And there would be this advantage, that under the new arrangements 
the absurdity of fighting one another by customs tariffs would become so apparent that before 
very long they would be given up.   

 

Further primary research could clarify the extent to which various historical figures supported 

unification as an ideal, but were prepared to work towards federation on pragmatic grounds, but 

for present purposes it sufficies to note that unification was supported to a significant extent in 

the decades leading up to Federation in 1901, but not to an extent sufficient to achieve 

unification before federation. 

 
The following 14 sections illustrate the significant level of support for unification from the 

1830s until Federation in 1901, in the form of unification proposals and other expressions of 

support for unification as against federal or confederal forms of government. 

 
 
Local Governments Initiatives of NSW Governors Bourke and Gipps 
 
Sir Richard Bourke (1777-1855) was Governor of NSW from 3 December 1831 until 5 

December 1837, and Sir George Gipps (1790-1847) followed as Governor from 24 February 

1838 until 11 July 1846 (NSW Parliament 2003: 1), and in the 1830s and 1840s, Bourke and 

Gipps made several attempts to establish local governments in New South Wales, apparently 

influenced, to some degree at least, by several significant democratising reforms in Britain in the 

1830s (Melbourne 1963: 188-189; Grose 1965: 148-151; Larcombe 1973: 15-18).  Referring to 

New South Wales in the 1830s and 1840s, Larcombe (1973: 24) also observes that: 
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The inability of the government to provide adequate local services presented the opportunity for 
the introduction of municipal institutions.  A source of inspiration was now required – 'some 
person ... to undertake the cause, with the spirit to induce them (the colonists) one and all, to 
come forward and accomplish an object so fraught with benefit to themselves and to the colony 
at large' [Sydney Gazette, 3 August 1832].  This inspiration came largely from the two liberal 
governors, Richard Bourke and George Gipps.  Whatever the extent of the pressure to reduce the 
cost of colony to the home government, Bourke and Gipps were responsible for the steps which 
led eventually to a permanent state system of local authorities. 

 

Larcombe (1973: 15) observes that "Bourke made the first official suggestion for a municipal 

system of government for Sydney in September 1832, roughly six months after the passage of 

the [British] Reform Act" which "extended the parliamentary franchise to the wealthy middle 

class, thereby adding the industrial capitalist to the governing landed aristocracy".  Then came 

"the complete overhaul of the English borough system by the Municipal Corporations Act of 

1835", which extended the borough franchise "to all house-holders who had been assessed for 

three years for poor law rates and council meetings were opened to the public" (Larcombe 1973: 

15; see also Grose 1965: 148).  Larcombe (1973: 16) observes further that: 

Interest in the English municipal reforms led also to some revision of the opinions on the order in 
which local and self-government should appear.  There was now some support for the 
introduction of local institutions in Sydney before a colonial parliament. 

 

In June 1835, "a group of Sydney householders and land-owners presented a petition" seeking a 

"general system" of local government to improve and maintain roads, pavements, water supplies, 

drainage systems and town lights (Larcombe 1973: 28).  Governor Bourke and others responded 

favourably, and by August 1835 the Sydney Town Improvement Bill was drafted, representing 

the first formal attempt to achieve local government in NSW and the Australian colonies 

(Larcombe 1973: 29-30, 322).  The Bill and proposal generated significant popular and media 

support, but were ultimately unsuccessful in the face of strong and well organised opposition to 

the system of direct taxation associated with the proposal generally (Larcombe 1973: 28-33), 

and "the principle of on taxation without representation" in particular (Larcombe 1973: 30).  

Gipps later faced similar opposition during several largely unsuccessful attempts to introduce 

local governments in NSW in the form of district councils.  From 1840 to 1844, following 

Bourke's initial unsuccessful efforts in 1835, "there followed a series of more rugged and 

forthright attempts by Sir George Gipps" to establish district councils in NSW, but none of these 

efforts "were ever able to overcome the colonists' fear of the thin edge of the wedge – the tax on 

property" (Grose 1965: 148; see also Melbourne 1963: 188-189; McMinn 1979: 30-31, 37; 

Brown 2005: 15).  Sir James Stephen (Under Secretary) and others in the British Colonial office, 

however, were very impressed with Gipps' local government initiatives, and, as Brown (2005: 

15; see also Grey 1853a: 321-322; Greenwood 1955: 68) observes: 
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In the NSW Constitution Act 1842, the British parliament finally enacted a new constitution for a 
two-thirds elected Legislative Council, as is well known, but also a detailed system of District 
Councils as the new base unit of territorial organization in the colonies. A multitude of council 
charters were issued and the system quickly showed signs of working at Port Phillip, but in the 
Sydney districts the attempt failed. By late 1845, all but one council was financially defunct, the 
new Legislative Council having used its power to deactivate the rating power on which the 
districts depended.  

 

By the early 1840s, the movement calling for a separate colony for the Port Phillip district had 

become very strong (Greenwood 1955: 77; Ward 1958: 24; Melbourne 1963: 331- 346, 371-372; 

McMinn 1979: 35; Alomes and Jones 1991: 33; Brown 2004a; 2004b).  Gipps, however, was 

"opposed in principle" (Ward 1952: 28) to the "dismemberment of any colony which, like New 

South Wales, may be of a size hereafter to become a nation" (Gipps 1846, as quoted in Ward 

1958: 28 and Brown 2005: 16).  Gipps was "a keen advocate of local self-government" (Ward 

1958: 28; see also Melbourne 1963: 188, 323; Grose 1965: 148; Larcombe 1973: 239) who 

believed that if the district council scheme had succeeded, "there would have been no need for 

separation" of the Port Phillip area, as the district councils "would have made adequate 

provisions for decentralization " (Melbourne 1963: 337-338), and "the partition of New South 

Wales would never have been discussed" (Ward 1958: 28).  He also believed that (Ward 1958: 

28) "a single legislature would have sufficed, provided that there were efficient devolution of as 

many matters as possible to municipal authorities".  Eventually, however, Gipps recognised that 

the district council plan had failed and "that the Port Phillip District ought to be separated" 

(Ward 1958: 28; see also Melbourne 1963: 319, 337; Brown 2005: 14-16): 

The representation of the Port Phillip District in the Legislative Council of New South Wales 
was unsatisfactory, because the residents of the district were not willing to make the long 
journey from Port Phillip to Sydney.  Separation, he wrote privately to La Trobe some months 
before any official decision was taken, was the only wise course. 

 

Melbourne (1963: 338) suggests that "it may be assumed with certainty that Gipps agreed to 

separation merely because he thought that local institutions of some kind were absolutely 

necessary".  Ward (1958: 29) observes, further, that Gipps "expected that the partition of New 

South Wales would be carried further (a new colony to the north was already under discussion) 

and that some central authority to co-ordinate the policies of several colonies would become 

necessary".  In 1846, Stephen "advised the repeal" of the part of the 1842 Act which provided 

for district councils (Greenwood 1955: 69).  Stephen (1846, as quoted in Greenwood 1955: 69 

and Melbourne 1963: 319) believed it was an error to create "at the same time, by the same act 

of Parliament, a legislature and a set of municipal institutions designed to keep it in check, and 

therefore certain to be regarded by it as rivals". 
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Early Attempts by Sir James Stephen and Others to Establish a Decentralised 
Unitary System of Government in Australia 
 
Whereas conventional histories of Australia's constitutional development have focused upon the 

obviously significant influence of the federations established in the United States in 1789 and 

Canada in 1867, A. J. Brown (2005: 14; see also 2004b: 35; Larcombe 1973; Crisp 1990; 

Botsman 2000) has recently observed that British unitary traditions, emphasising national and 

local levels of government, were also exerting considerable influence, especially between the 

late 1830s and late 1840s: 

From the late 1830s, in a reverse trend to that commonly assumed, the experiences of the British 
colonial office led it to move away from federal-style subdivision as its first preference in 
constitutional design, back towards unitary theory. In this period the British colonial office 
developed the first coherent plan for an Australia with a constitution based on unitary 
principles. ... a decentralised unitary political structure capped off by a general (national) 
parliament but in which the bulk of government was effectively carried out by district (regional) 
councils. The new theory argued that while existing colonial groups should still be welded 
together into national dominions, colonisation and decentralisation need not be reliant directly on 
territorial subdivision, but rather pursued by devolving responsibility onto 'district councils' free 
of legislative trappings.  On this plan, colonisation could be supported more flexibly and 
efficiently, while promoting a national legislative jurisdiction with an appropriate sense of unity, 
and allowing government to develop along something closer to a traditional British unitary lines. 
This plan was highly developed, pursued over a 10 year period through three phases of policy 
proposals. Only after these attempts were exhausted, in 1847, did the colonial office reluctantly 
re-endorse subdivision as a constitutional strategy, freeing the way for separation of Port Phillip. 

 

Brown (2005: 14; see also Martin 1972; McKenna 1996: 29) also observes that unitary plans for 

Australia coincided with developments in Canada which led the British government to seek a 

unitary form of government in Canada as well: 

Whereas the 1820s saw considerable official interest in the colonial benefits of American 
federalism, by the late 1830s the problems of imitating a multi-colonial strategy in Canada were 
causing a major change of heart. As a single province, Canada was separated into two in 1791, 
but almost ever since, French-speaking Lower Canada had been a political problem. In 1836, the 
Gosford Commission was appointed to devise a new constitutional formula, but its mixed results 
were rendered out of date when armed revolts in Lower Canada in 1837-38 prompted a more 
decisive British reaction – the total reunification of the Canadas with a single colonial legislature, 
under the Union Act of 1840. The Canada problem cemented the British consensus that it had 
been a mistake to separate the Canadas in the first place. Particularly when the problem was a 
territorially-discrete cultural minority, the experience provided a direct reminder that Britain's 
own constitution contained a territorial strategy for welding disparate populations into one 
powerful nation – the type of unitary legislature in which minorities could be represented but still 
contained by the national interest, the principle "found perfectly efficacious in Great Britain" 
(Lord Durham 1839, quoted Martin 1972: 54-74; McMinn 1979: 36). 

 

Brown (2005: 15) observes further that "decentralisation remained an intrinsic goal of colonial 

development and the federal territorial path remained one alternative, but it was no longer 

preferred", and that:   
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The alternative Australian plan, on more unitary principles, had already been evolving since 
1836 in the mind of James Stephen, permanent under-secretary of the Colonial Office.  The first 
of Stephen's ... attempts to introduce his model began in 1838, and like the subsequent two 
attempts, it is most obviously tracked in the evidence of British attempts to introduce the 
cornerstone of any decentralized unitary system: a comprehensive system of local government. 

 

Sir James Stephen (1789-1859) was the Permanent Under-Secretary of the British Colonial 

Office from 1836 until 1847, having previously served as Assistant Under-Secretary from 1834 

to 1836, full time Counsel to the Colonial Office and Board of Trade from 1825 until 1836, and 

part time Colonial Office Counsel from 1913 (Knaplund 1953; Greenwood 1955: 49-50; Ward 

1958: 22; Melbourne 1963: 91; La Nauze 1969: 68; McMinn 1979: 10, 25; 1994: 46; Brown 

2004b: 44).  Secretaries of State for War and the Colonies (also known as Colonial Secretaries) 

came and went as different political parties assumed control of the British Parliament, but, as 

Greenwood (1955: 49; see also McMinn 1979: 25) observes: 

Between 1820 and 1850 the most continuous and powerful influence in the colonial office was 
exercised by James Stephen, first as counsel and later as under-secretary.  Stephen was a liberal 
in colonial policy, who usually supported the Crown officials in the Colonies and took their 
advice.  He recognized the need for, and desirability of, local autonomy, but he never forgot 
British interests. 

 

Stephen initiated four serious attempts to reform Australia's systems of government: in 1838 and 

1842 in cooperation with NSW Governor Sir George Gipps, as previously described; and in 

1847 and 1850 under the leadership of the third Earl Grey (Sir Henry Grey) as British Colonial 

Secretary (Brown 2005: 15-17; see also Grey 1853a; 1853b; Quick and Garran 1901: 81-90; 

Greenwood 1955: 69-70; Ward 1958; Melbourne 1963: 317-324, 342-356, 366-380; Larcombe 

1973: 240-245; Clarke 1977: 52; McMinn 1979: 42-43, 92-93;  1994: 48-54; Dawson 1992: 2; 

Irving 1999: 3-4, 24; Brown 2004a: 487, 498-499).  These reform efforts all sought to establish 

some form of municipal local government in the Australian colonies, both to facilitate 

decentralised local government and service provision and also to reduce the need to further 

subdivide New South Wales.  The latter 1847 and 1850 efforts, in which Earl Grey played a 

prominent part, also sought to establish some sort of general assembly to deal with Australia-

wide matters.  Others, including NSW Governor Sir Charles Fitzroy, NSW Colonial Secretary 

Edward Deas-Thomson, NSW Legislative Council leader William Charles Wentworth, and 

Tasmanians William Smith O'Brien and John West, had also developed plans for some form of 

national assembly and federal or confederal model of Australian government by the mid-1850s 

(Grey 1853a; 1853b; Quick and Garran 1901: 80-91; Ward 1958; Melbourne 1963: 342-432; 

McMinn 1979: 92-96; 1994: 48-50, 64-78; Dawson 1992: 2; Brownrigg 1999: 84-89; 2000: 74-

76; Irving 1999: 3-4, 23-24; Brown 2004a: 487, 494, 498-499; 2004b: 37-38), but Stephen's 
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models were quite unique in that they specifically sought to increase empowerment at both the 

Australia-wide and sub-colonial levels, as described in Figure 3A-1 below (Brown 2005: 17). 

 

Figure 3A-1:  A.J. Brown's (2005) Representation  
of Stephen's Decentralised Unitary Model   

 
 

Brown (2005: 16) describes Stephen's efforts as "a coherent strategy for rebuilding Australian 

colonial structures on a constitutional path aligned less with federalism, and more with British 

unitary traditions", and summarises the overall plan as follows (Brown 2005: 16-17): 

Although the Stephen model in its final iteration proposed a union of the four colonies, the 
cornerstone of the plan remained its attempt to reconstitute an alternative, non-federal base unit 
in the colonial political geography. This had multiple purposes, not least of which was to 
circumvent the need for more colonial subdivisions; and this fact, combined with the inevitably 
supreme role of the national or 'general' legislature once constituted, would have effectively 
confined the period of colonial subdivision to a relatively brief phase of Australia's development 
(indeed, less than three decades). Consistently with its preferred 'consolidation' policies in 
Canada and elsewhere, the official British intention was clearly to go as far as possible towards 
reunifying the original NSW into one colony, with one general legislature, while rolling out 
constituent District Councils as colonization proceeded. Under this model the four provinces 
(NSW, Van Dieman's Land, Western Australia and South Australia) may have continued to exist 
on paper, but would never have developed much functional or political importance in the 
constitutional structure. 

 

Ward (1958: 37) observes further that "early in 1847 Grey received the despatch in which 

FitzRoy recommended the appointment of a 'superior Functionary' to watch over legislation that 

affected intercolonial or imperial interests".  And on 31 July 1847, Grey wrote back to FitzRoy 

"outlining a policy that was intended to solve all the constitutional problems of Australia" (Ward 

1958: 37).  Grey, according to Ward (1958: 39), "sought a fundamental reconstruction of the 

colonial constitutions, which would have caught up in its sweep Gipps's proposals for the reform 

of municipal government as well as FitzRoy's ideas about a central executive". 

 
As described previously in relation to Sir George Gipps' efforts to establish district councils in 

NSW, Stephen's and Grey's reform efforts were strongly opposed in the colonies, and hence and 
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otherwise largely unsuccessful (Grey 1853a; 1853b; Quick and Garran 1901: 88-89; Greenwood 

1955: 69-70; Ward 1958; Melbourne 1963: 348-353; Larcombe 1973: 63, 201; McMinn 1979: 

42-43; Brown 2005: 16-17), and Victoria and Queensland eventually separated from NSW in 

1851 and 1859 respectively (Quick and Garran 1901: 52-54, 72-73, 99; Greenwood 1955: 83; 

Melbourne 1963: 376-380; Larcombe 1973: 196; McMinn 1994: 30; Dawson 1992: 1; Bolton 

and Waterson 1999: 94; Brown 2004a: 486-487, 493, 495; 2004b: 37-38, 46; 2005: 14).  But, as 

Brown (2005: 17) observes, "the failure of Stephen's model does not detract from its historical 

significance as the first truly national, but fundamentally unitary and decentralized constitutional 

plan for colonial Australia.   

 
 
Alexander Berry's Unitary Plans of 1853 
 
Alexander Berry, was a "wealthy and influential agricultural entrepreneur" (McMinn 1994: 67) 

from the Shoalhaven district, a member of the NSW Legislative Council since 1829 (Ward 1958: 

332-333), and, according to Larcombe (1973: 277), "an uncompromising opponent of municipal 

taxation and democratic reforms such as universal franchise and secret ballot". 

 
In 1853, Berry and others organised and presented to the NSW Legislative Council a "petition 

from 416 landed proprietors, tenant farmers and other inhabitants of the Shoalhaven District" 

which "attacked the failure to procure constitutional uniformity throughout Eastern Australia" 

(Ward 1958: 332; see also Brown 2004b: 48; 2005: 10-11) and: 

suggested that the Legislative Council should ... 'request his Excellency the Governor-General to 
invite the Lieutenant-Governors of Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia, with delegates from 
each Council, to a conference in Sydney to prepare one Constitution for Australasia, to be 
submitted to the Imperial Parliament and the Queen in Council'.   

 

The petition also stated that (NSW Legislative Council 1853: 726; Sydney Morning Herald 7 

December 1853: 3; as quoted by Brown 2004b: 48; see also Brown 2005: 10-11): 

[I]t appears to your Petitioners strange and unstatesmanlike, as well as a most unseemly and 
untoward system of patchwork legislation, that Australasia, comprising but four Colonies, 
Dependencies, not far distant from each other, peopled by the same race, British subjects too… 
shall be doomed to have no less than four Constitutions. The great study and aim of all practical 
British Statesmen is not only to have and preserve one British Constitution, but also to assimilate 
the local laws of England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, as being most conducive to [inter alia] 
the social and political harmony of the people. 

 

According to McMinn (1994: 68), Berry's primary concern, "as perhaps was natural for one with 

his widespread business interests", was "the desirability of uniform legislation generally".  Berry 

at different times promoted several forms of government, but all sought uniform laws and 
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possessed significant unitary elements (Ward 1958: 333; Cramp 1914: 128-129; McMinn 1994: 

68; Brown 2004b: 48).  But, as McMinn (1994: 68) observes, Berry's proposals received "no 

support at all outside the field of his own considerable patronage": 

The people of Australia were busy constructing constitutions which would enshrine a new-won 
right of self-government, and concerned with the issues which divided those who worshipped 
democracy from those who feared it; they considered the things which concerned men like ... 
Berry to have a very low priority indeed. 

 
 
Sir Charles Gavan Duffy's Support for a Largely Unitary System  
 
Charles Gavan Duffy (1816-1903, Sir Gavan from 1873) was a prominent Irish nationalist 

politician who served in the British House of Commons from 1852 to 1855, emigrated to 

Australia in October 1855, was elected to the Victorian legislative assembly in November 1856, 

and became Victorian premier in June 1871.  Gavan Duffy became a vigorous advocate of 

federal union for Australia almost immediately upon arriving in Australia, but the federal union 

he envisaged was clearly towards the unitary end of the unitary-federal continuum, and reflected 

his strong distaste for colonial jealousies and 'States rights' type positions.  In a speech reported 

in Melbourne's Argus newspaper on 17 March 1856 (as quoted in Alomes and Jones 1991: 40), 

for example, Gavan Duffy called for the establishment of an Australian nation-state and federal 

assembly in which national unity was emphasised and provincial differences minimised, as 

follows: 

You want to be called Australians. (Cheers.)  Some good and generous friends of mine here, who 
wanted to see me located in some pleasant spot by your beautiful bay, asked me where I meant to 
reside.  I said in Australia, gentlemen.  What does it matter on which side of that imaginary line 
which separates your colonies I take up my residence?  I mean to be an Australian, and the 
interests of the colonies are one. (Loud cheers.)  We may be proud indeed of the name of 
Australian, which I trust will be a memorable name in history – but you are not Australia until 
there is some federal connexion between the separate members of Australia.  Once there was no 
separation in fact, and still there should be none in feeling. (Cheers.)  I believe that your interests 
are identical, and that all Australians will rise and fall together. 

 

Ward (1958: 374-375) observes that "Duffy's view of nationalism was a simple one, derived 

directly from his Irish experiences and largely free from continental influences": 

He held that people living in a single well-defined territory (such as Ireland or Australia), who 
were largely homogeneous in culture and outlook, should unite as a nation and form their own 
state.  Divisions of class and creed were to be avoided as much as divisions of government, for 
all alike blinded men to the benefits of combination and to the possession of common interests. 
 
Duffy believed in national unity because his experience in Ireland had convinced him of the 
tragedy of divisions amongst people whose fundamental interests, as he conceived them, were 
identical.  He attacked all forms of separateness, including the religious differences which had 
been so important in Ireland: 'I hate Catholic ascendancy and Protestant ascendancy alike, and 
while I breathe I shall resist one or the other.' [Melbourne Age, 21 August 1856]  He wished to 
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mitigate social distinctions by extending education and broadening economic opportunities.  He 
disliked the racial divisions that he found amongst the Australian colonists and blamed his fellow 
Irish for them in large part.  He was appalled by the provincial jealousies of the colonial 
governments. 

 

Soon after entering the Victorian parliament, Gavan Duffy successfully moved a motion to 

establish a Select Committee upon Federal Union of the Australian Colonies, which Gavan Duffy 

himself chaired (Quick and Garran 1901: 95; La Nauze 1969: 68; 1972: 2, 4; McMinn 1979: 95; 

1994: 75-80; Alomes and Jones 1991: 42-43; Brownrigg 1999: 86-87).  The 1857 Report of this 

Select committee included the following (as quoted in Alomes and Jones 1991: 42-43; emphasis 

added here): 

On the ultimate necessity of a Federal Union, there is but one opinion.  Your Committee are 
unanimous in believing that the interest and honor of these growing States would be promoted by 
the establishment of a system of mutual action and co-operation among them.  Their interest 
suffers, and must continue to suffer, while competing tariffs, naturalization laws, and land 
systems, rival schemes of immigration, and of ocean postage, a clumsy and inefficient method of 
communicating with each other, and with the Home Government on public business, and a 
distant and expensive system of judicial appeal exist; and the honor and importance which 
constitute so an essential an element of national prosperity, and the absence of which invites 
aggression from foreign enemies, cannot perhaps in this generation belong to any single Colony 
of the Southern Group, but may, and we are persuaded would, be speedily attained by an 
Australian Federation representing the entire. 
 
Neighbouring States of the second order inevitably become confederates or enemies.  By 
becoming confederates so early in their career, the Australian Colonies would, we believe 
immensely economize their strength and resources.  They would substitute a common national 
interest for local and conflicting interests, and waste no time in barren rivalry.  They would 
enhance the national credit, and attain much earlier the power of undertaking works of serious 
cost and importance.  They would not only save time and money, but attain increased vigor and 
accuracy, by treating the larger questions of public policy at one time and place; and in an 
Assembly, which it may be presumed, would consist of the wisest and most experienced 
statesmen of the Colonial Legislatures, they would set up a safeguard against violence or 
disorder – holding it in check by the common sense and common force of the Federation.  They 
would possess the power of more promptly calling new States into existence throughout their 
immense territory, as the spread of population required it, and of enabling each of the existing 
States to apply itself, without conflict or jealousy, to the special industry which its position and 
resources render most profitable. 

 

The Select Committee called for a conference of representatives of the other colonies to pursue 

the idea of federal union, and this was endorsed by both houses of the Victorian Parliament, but 

little progress was made with other colonies (Quick and Garran 1901: 95-100).  Duffy 

succeeded in establishing a second, third and fourth Select Committee of the Victorian 

Assembly on the question of federal union, in December 1857, January 1860 and March 1862 

respectively (Quick and Garran 98-102), and again received endorsement of both houses of the 

Victorian, but again failed to generate cooperation from the other colonies.  In a final effort, 

Gavan Duffy secured a Royal Commission (Quick and Garran 1901: 106-107): 
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After the failure of Deas-Thomson's and Duffy's Select Committees, very little was heard of any 
real proposal for Federation until 1870, when Mr Duffy made a final effort.  He secured the 
appointment, on 31st August, of a Royal Commission to consider and report upon the necessity 
of a Federal Union of the Australian colonies for legislative purposes, and the best means of 
accomplishing such a union."  ...  Opinion in the colonies seemed to be divided between a 
Constitution like that of the recently created Canadian Dominion on the one hand, or a mere 
Federal Council on the other.  ...  Then followed some rather startling suggestions as to granting 
the colonies "sovereign rights" of making treaties, and remaining neutral in time of war – 
suggestions to which some of the delegates declined to subscribe. 

 
 
Support for Unification from Sir Henry Parkes (1815-1896) and 
John Macrossan (1833-1891) 
 
Sir Henry Parkes was Premier of New South Wales five times and for a total of nearly 12 years 

between 1872 and 1891, and eventually became widely known as the 'Father of Federation' (see, 

for example, McMinn 1966; La Nauze 1972: 92; Martin 1980; 1990; 1999: 406; 2001: 66; Crisp 

1990: 65, 68; Shaw 1990; McMinn 1994: 128; Williams 1998: 71; 2001: 31-32; Travers 2000; 

Ely 2001: 33-34; Hirst 2001: 24-28; Irving 2001: 39-40; Macintyre 2001: 29-30), although 

historians have generally settled in the view that Parkes was one of a dozen or so people who 

significantly influenced the achievement of Federation in 1901, none of whom should be given 

sole credit (La Nauze 1972; Crisp 1990; Matthews 1998: 55; Irving 1999: 360; Bannon 2001: 

35-38; Ely 2001: 33-34; Irving 2001: 39-40; Macintyre 2001: 29-30; Williams 2001: 31-32).  

But in addition to his vigorous support for Federation, Sir Henry in earlier times also supported 

confederal and unitary forms of Australian national government (Crisp 1990: 65-68, 288; Birtles 

1990: 17; McMinn 1994: 91; Winckel 2000: 27-28; see also Campbell 2000: 67-68).  As L.F. 

Crisp (1990: 65) observes: 

In the generation before Australian union in 1901, many of those who were involved in the 
governmental leadership of the several Colonies changed at least once their general stance 
regarding the best basis for national government.  ...  One instance of successive changes is none 
other than that of the so-called 'Father of Federation', Henry Parkes.  To the October 1879 issue 
of the Melbourne Review (1876-1885) Parkes contributed a characteristically rhetorical and 
verbose article, 'An Australian Nation'.  In it he advocated unification – of the three Colonies of 
New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. 

 

The following extract from this October 1879 Melbourne Review article suggest that Parkes 

(1879: 327-332, as quoted in Crisp 1990: 49-50; see also Birtles 1990: 17; McMinn 1994: 91; 

Brown 2005: 10) probably regarded a unitary system as the best and ideal form of government 

for Australia, or at least south-eastern Australia, and that he supported confederal and federal 

models at different times largely on pragmatic grounds, when it became clear that unification 
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would be wholly or nearly impossible to achieve without first passing through confederal and 

federal stages of national development: 

... an Australian nation might start into existence with all the attributes of national greatness, and 
with the homogeneity of interests which is best calculated to promote the strength and glory of a 
free Commonwealth ...  Is it necessary, now, to have an independent executive and an 
independent legislature at Melbourne, and at Sydney, and at Adelaide?  Would these three 
separate Governments for two millions of people serve the higher purposes of order and progress, 
of public prosperity and public safety, more effectively than one powerful Government would 
serve them?  If the three Colonies could consent to join in forming one political State, what 
would be the position and prospects of the new power?  An united Australia of such colossal 
proportions would be a power from the day of its birth ...  It may be laid down as an axiom of 
good government that the multiplication of parliaments, with duplicate constitutions, for a people 
of the same origin and language, inhabiting the same territory and following in the same pursuits, 
is in itself a positive evil ...  We have three separate Civil Services where one Civil Service 
would, with the agencies of electric telegraph and the railway, do the work just as well, even 
with no better resource of official capacity and experience than at present. 
 
All the questions that would arise of first magnitude would receive a more undisturbed and 
unbiased consideration, and plans for national improvements would be less liable to be warped 
or impaired by the pressure of local claims.  

 

Quick and Garran (1901: 156-157) also observed, significantly, that:  

there is reason to believe that even Sir Henry Parkes, at the very outset of his career, had some 
leaning to a complete amalgamation.  He had soon convinced himself, however, that a federal 
union was the only form of union to which the assent of the Australian colonies could possibly 
be secured.  The history of the colonies as self-governing communities had given rise to local 
sentiments and local patriotisms; their several free institutions were the results of long and 
arduous political struggles; and any attempt to abolish the constitutions of the colonies entirely, 
to overthrow their existing Parliaments and their existing local independence, would be an 
impossible task. 

 

Parkes promoted the establishment of a Federal Council – of a clearly confederal character – at 

least as early as 1867, and such a Federal Council was eventually established in 1885 (Quick 

and Garran 1901: 104, 107, 109-115; Greenwood 1955: 182; Serle 1969: 6, 15; La Nauze 1972: 

5; McMinn 1979: 97-102, 198; 1994: 90-93, 98-114; Crisp 1990: 65-69, 288-292; Dawson 1992: 

5; Irving 1999: 5-6, 26-28; Botsman 2000: 13; Isaacs 2000: 81), but never joined by New South 

Wales or New Zealand (Serle 1969: 23-24; McMinn 1979: 101; Crisp 1990: 288; 1994: 107; 

Irving 1999: 26-28; Isaacs 2000: 81).  Parkes clearly saw this Federal Council as a stepping 

stone, however, towards a more unified system.  At an Inter-Colonial Conference in 1881, for 

example, Parkes (1881, as quoted in Quick and Garran 1901: 108 and Crisp 1990: 288; see also 

Crisp 1980: 88) declared that the Federal Council he then sought to establish "would lead men to 

think in the direction of federation, and accustom them to federal ideas", and "would be the best 

preparation for the foundation of Federal Government". 
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The following extract from Sir Henry's famous Tenterfield oration of 24 October 1889 (reported 

in the Sydney Morning Herald on 25 October 1889, as quoted by Williams 1998: 72-73; 

emphasis added here), especially when read in conjunction with his 1879 Melbourne Review 

article as above, provides further evidence of Parkes' sustained preference for a substantially 

unified system: 

Sir HENRY PARKES, who was received with applause, said, in reply ... 
 

... if they were to carry out the recommendations of General Edwards, it would be absolutely 
necessary for them to have one central authority, which could bring all the forces of the different 
colonies into one army. Some colonial statesmen had said that this might be done by means of 
the Federal Council; but this Federal Council had no power to do anything of the sort, as it was 
not an elective body, but merely a body appointed by the Governments of the various 
colonies. … The great question which they had to consider was, whether the time had not 
now arisen for the creation on this Australian continent of an Australian Government, as 
distinct from a local Government and an Australian Parliament. (Applause.) In other words, 
to make himself as plain as possible, Australia had now a population of three and a half millions, 
and the American people numbered only between three and four millions when they formed the 
great commonwealth of the United States. The numbers were about the same, and surely what 
the Americans had done by war, the Australians could bring about in peace. (Cheers.) Believing 
as he did that it was essential to preserve the security and integrity of these colonies that the 
whole of their forces should be amalgamated into one great federal army, ... it seemed to him that 
the time was close at hand when they ought to set about creating this great national 
government for all Australia. This subject brought them face to face with another subject. They 
had now, from South Australia to Queensland, a stretch of about 2,000 miles of railway, and if 
the four colonies could only combine to adopt a uniform gauge, it would be an immense 
advantage to the movement of troops. … 
... 
As to the steps which should be taken to bring this about, a conference of the authorities had 
been pointed to, but they must take broader and more powerful action in the initiation of this 
great Council; they must appoint a convention of leading men from all the colonies, delegates 
appointed by the authority of Parliament, who would fully represent the opinion of the different 
Parliaments of the colonies. This convention would have to devise the constitution which 
would be necessary for bringing into existence a federal government with a federal 
parliament for the conduct of this great national undertaking. (Applause.) 
... 
He believed that the time had come, and if two Governments set an example, the others must 
soon of necessity follow, and they would have an uprising in this fair land of a goodly fabric of 
free Government, and all great national questions of magnitude affecting the welfare of the 
colonies would be disposed of by a fully authorised constitutional authority, which would 
be the only one which could give satisfaction to the people represented. This meant a 
distinct executive and a distinct parliamentary power, a government for the whole of 
Australia and it meant a Parliament of two Houses, a house of commons and a senate, 
which would legislate on these great subjects. … 

 

In calling for a "great national government for all Australia" to deal with "all great national 

questions of magnitude affecting the welfare of the colonies" – a "fully authorised constitutional 

authority, which would be the only one which could give satisfaction to the people represented", 

and in using the terms "Australian government", "national government" and "federal 

government" interchangeably, and in calling for a uniform rail gauge, and otherwise, Parkes 
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made clear at Tenterfield in October 1889 his preference for a system of government 

substantially similar to the unitary system he promoted a decade earlier in his October 1879 

Melbourne Review article. 

 
John Macrossan (1833-1891) was an Irish-born Queensland parliamentarian and a Queensland 

delegate to the February 1890 Australasian Federation Conference in Melbourne and the 

National Australasian Convention in Sydney in March and April 1891 (Bolton and Waterson 

(1999: 94; Irving 1999: 397; Winckel 2000: 27).  Bolton and Waterson (1999: 95) note that 

Macrossan was also "the leading advocate of northern separation".   

 
The transcript of this 1890 Conference contains clear evidence that Parkes and Macrossan 

agreed strongly in favour of unification, and that Macrossan believed that States should be 

smaller in size than the mainland Colonies which became States at the time of Federation.  Four 

central motions were debated at the Conference, carried unanimously on 13 February 1890, and 

then included in a petition to the Queen following the Conference, the first of which (item 1 

below) was a slight amendment to an original motion from Sir Henry Parkes, as follows: 

1. That, in the opinion of this Conference, the best interests and the present and future prosperity 
of the Australian Colonies will be promoted by an early union under the Crown, and, while fully 
recognising the valuable services of the Members of the Convention of 1883 in founding the 
Federal Council, it declares its opinion that the seven years which have since elapsed have 
developed the national life of Australia in population, in wealth, in the discovery of resources, 
and in self-governing capacity, to an extent which justifies the higher act, at all times 
contemplated, of the union of these Colonies, under one legislative and executive Government, 
on principles just to the several Colonies. 
 

2. That to the union of the Australian Colonies contemplated by the foregoing resolution, the 
remoter Australasian Colonies shall be entitled to admission at such times and on such 
conditions as may be hereafter agreed upon. 
 

3. That the members of the Conference should take such steps as may be necessary to induce the 
Legislatures of their respective Colonies to appoint, during the present year, delegates to a 
National Australasian Convention, empowered to consider and report upon an adequate scheme 
for a Federal Constitution. 
 

4. That the Convention should consist of not more than seven members from each of the self-
governing Colonies, and not more than four members from each of the Crown Colonies. 

 

Macrossan (1890: 188-190, 195-196; see also Brown 2004a: 497; 2004b: 50) also provides a 

detailed description of his preferred system of Australian government at this 1890 Conference – 

a system federal in name, but with a significant degree of decentralised unitary character, as 

follows: 

• My idea of federation is that the general Government will have the sole power of raising money by 
any mode or system of taxation. 

• If the Federal Government take over, as it must, the whole of our debt, it will, of course, take over 
the property upon which the debt has been contracted. 
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• I believe that the people generally will approve of a Federal Government taking over the 
management of the railways. 

• I think the public lands should be under the control of the Federal Executive. 
• ... the strongest separationists are the most ardent of federationists. 
• The whole of the people of North Queensland, who are separationists, are as strong in the principle 

of federation as I am. 
• I believe also that power should be given to the Federal Parliament – as it is given to the Imperial 

Parliament – to cut up, if thought necessary, the different existing colonies of Australia, and form 
them into smaller states.  I consider that the colonies of Australia are too large for good government.  
some of the existing colonies, such as Queensland, South Australia, and Western Australia are far too 
large for good government. ... New South Wales is also too large. 

 

The Macrossan model clearly resembles the regional federation model pursued a century later 

by Ken Thomas, as described in Chapter 2.  Thomas and Macrossan alike refer to their preferred 

systems as "federal", but call for national government powers which place their models towards 

the unitary end of the federal-unitary continuum. 

 
Sir Henry Parkes (1890: 224; see also 42-47) declared at this Melbourne Conference that "I 

think I agree in the main with Mr Macrossan's view as to the necessity of giving power, all the 

power necessary, to this Government, if we assent to create it". 

 
The Hobart Dominion newspaper, on 28 May 1931 (as quoted in Alomes and Jones 1991: 223), 

reported that "something in the nature of a wave of the All for Australia sentiment seems to have 

swept over the gathering" at the 1890 Melbourne Conference: 

'The seven years which have since elapsed,' declared the Council, 'have developed the national 
life of Australia in population, in wealth, in the discovery of resources, and in self-governing 
capacity to an extent which justifies the higher act ... of the union of these colonies under one 
Legislative and Executive Government on principles just to the several colonies.'  In this we see 
the frog of the fable beginning to blow itself up; also that what was contemplated was 
Unification; in its strictest sense. 

 

Winckel (2000: 27-28; see also Wise 1913: 84, 88, 198; Crisp 1990: 65, 68) observes that: 

Sir Henry Parkes was initially the prime supporter of a 'larger Union' (as opposed to a federalist 
approach), to be facilitated by an initial division of Australia into smaller States.  At a Melbourne 
Conference of Ministers in 1890, J. M. Macrossan of Queensland supported Parkes, and spoke of 
a 'complete Federation' rather than the States' rights model being proposed by his colleagues.  
Macrossan cited the Canadian situation where the central government had exclusive power in 
relation to a wide range of areas not specifically allocated to the States.  He encouraged his 
colleagues to consider giving major powers to the central government, including power with 
respect to all railways, State debts, and the power to 'cut up' the Colonies as they were 'too large 
for good government'. 

 

Winckel observes, further, that "Macrossan's untimely death meant that without support, Parkes 

had trouble pressing his idea of a 'larger Union' at the 1891 National Australasian Convention.  

His arguments were futile in the face of the strong States' rights lobby". 
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It is perhaps historically significant that Sir Samuel Griffith (1890: 52-53, 55-56), often 

associated with the "States rights lobby" (see e.g. Crisp 1990: 121), expressed views remarkably 

similar to those of Macrossan and Parkes at this Melbourne conference, and, again like Parkes, 

saw federation as a step by step, incremental process, as follows: 

If possible, let us get a complete Federal Parliament and Federal Executive, one dominion with 
no rivalries – no customs rivalries at any rate, amongst ourselves.  If we cannot get all that let us 
get as much of it as we can.  ...  Every step in advance is something gained.  If we can get a 
Federal Government even with limited powers, let us have it; but of course we should prefer to 
attain the end we have in view at the earliest possible moment, and with the least intervals, 
because I recognise this, that every imperfect step we make is a halting place, and it may be 
some time before we can move from it.  Therefore, I would desire to go as far as we can now.  ...  
There are some things which it is quite clear, the separate provincial governments cannot do 
properly or efficiently, although they may do them in some sort of way.  ...  There must be some 
day a fiscal union.  ...  I maintain that federation without fiscal union would be better than no 
federation at all.  ...  Suppose we had a Central Government for defence, uniform laws, the 
regulation of trade and commerce externally, the post-office, sea fisheries, &c., and the colonies 
still held separate custom tariffs, we should be so much better off by reason of the regulation of 
things I have named by a Central Government, and as regards fiscal matters we should be no 
worse off than we are now.  And there would be this advantage, that under the new arrangements 
the absurdity of fighting one another by customs tariffs would become so apparent that before 
very long they would be given up.   

 

Sir Henry Parkes was one of a significant number of pre-Federation leaders who appear to have 

regarded Unification as an ideal form of government for Australia, but who were prepared to 

compromise and constructively support Federation in the national interest, and in order to 

achieve the partial unification which characterises federal systems.  Several others of like mind 

are described below. 

 
 
Sir John Robertson's Call for the Reunification of NSW and Victoria 
 
John Robertson (1816-1891, Sir John from 1877), Premier of New South Wales five times and 

for a total of approximately 55 months between 1860 and 1886 (NSW Parliament 2003: 312), 

was opposed to federation, favouring instead the reunification of New South Wales and Victoria.  

Sir John's idea of Federation, according to McMinn (1994: 99), was "the re-annexation of 

Victoria".  In an address at the banquet celebrating the completion of the Sydney-Melbourne 

railway in 1883, Sir John declared that he would "gladly receive" Victoria back into New South 

Wales (Serle 1969: 1; see also Quick and Garran 1901: 109-110, 156; Greenwood 1955: 182; 

McMinn 1994: 99).  McMinn (1979: 101; see also 1994: 108; Serle 1969: 13) also observed that 

"Sir John Robertson was wont to call Victoria a 'cabbage garden' and to say that if Victorians 

wanted unity they could give up the status of a separate colony achieved in 1850".  Quick and 

Garran (1901: 156) observed further that: 
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Sir George Dibbs, of course, was not the first apostle of unification – an idea which really meant 
little more than undoing the work of separation and re-establishing the earlier complete unity.  
Sir John Robertson – a typical New South Wales anti-federalist – had always expressed his 
willingness to welcome Victoria back as a "repentant child;" and there is reason to believe that 
even Sir Henry Parkes, at the very outset of his career, had some leaning to a complete 
amalgamation. 

 
 
Sir George Grey's Unification Call in 1891 
 
At the 1891 Federation Convention in Sydney, the New Zealand representative Sir George Grey 

(1812-1898) "proposed to place no limits on the legislative scope of the Federal Parliament – 

thus reducing the State legislatures to subordinate bodies" (Quick and Garran 1901: 127; see 

also La Nauze 1972: 40-41; McMinn 1979: 104; Botsman 2000: 90). 

 
 
Unification Proposals by NSW Premier Sir George Dibbs (1834-1904) 
 
Sir George Dibbs (1834-1904, knighted in 1892), was Premier of New South Wales three times, 

for a total of about 37 months, between 1885 and 1894 (NSW Parliament 2003: 312), and 

almost certainly the most influential and forceful advocate of unification in the pre-Federation 

era (see, for example, Quick and Garran 1901: 155-157; Crisp 1980; Greenwood 1955: 187; 

Bannon 1999: 430-431; Campbell 2000; Winckel 2000: 28). 

 
In November 1887, speaking in the NSW Parliament, Dibbs (as quoted in Serle 1969: 35) stated 

as follows (where "parent" refers to the so-called "parent Colony" of New South Wales): 

The other colonies left the wing of their parent, but the day is not far distant when they will 
return.  They will then sink the names which they have taken, and join us in forming a great 
nation, to be known for all time as Australia. 

 

On 14 May 1890, with Free-Trader Sir Henry Parkes as Premier, Dibbs (1890: 405, 408, 410, 

413, as quoted in Crisp 1980: 30), as the Protectionist Opposition Leader, called for unification 

in the NSW Parliament, as follows: 

I am in favour of one united Australia, with one tariff law throughout. ... The Federation which 
should be accomplished should be a Federation of everything in common.  We would then 
remove our boundaries, and the question of railways, lands, education, matrimonial disputes and 
every form of law would be common to the whole country. 

 

On 21 May 1894, having been Premier since October 1891, Dibbs delivered the opening speech 

of his 1894 election campaign in Tamworth (Crisp 1980: 42; NSW Parliament 2003: 312).  The 

speech was reported in the following day's (22 May 1894) Sydney Morning Herald and Daily 
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Telegraph newspapers, and included the following extracts promoting unification, as 

reconstructed by Crisp (1980: 43-47; see also Irving 1999: 46; Botsman 2000: 39-40; Campbell 

2000: 70) using these newspaper reports: 

... I am now going to refer to the question of Federation, which has been disturbing the public 
mind of these Colonies for the last five years. 
... 
the people were already taxed enough and did not want any more burdens imposed on them ... 
They did not mind being taxed for anything practical, but the mere idea of starting an additional 
layer of government above those already existent – at the cost of some extra millions a year – 
that was simply repulsive to the majority of the people.  People just will not wax enthusiastically 
about any proposal in that direction unless they can see that it is going to be financially 
beneficial for them. 
... 
Rather than this business of States' Rights, is it not possible for the people of the whole of 
Australia to knock down all of the barriers and become one people?  Is it not possible to stop all 
the tariff competition, which threatens to destroy the financial position of each and eventually 
lead to war between the several States? 
 

Is it not possible for a country like this, with a population of about four millions, to do with one 
Parliament and one set of laws, instead of having six Parliaments and six sets of laws and then 
over them yet another Parliament and a set of Federal laws?  Is it not possible to reduce the cost 
of government by wiping out at one stroke of a pen six Parliaments and six Governors and 
having in their place one Governor, one Government and one Parliament?  If Britain with its 40 
million people can manage with one Parliament and one monarch, why should we not do 
otherwise? 
 

As things are, look at our predicament.  Take the cost of our railway systems – which, under the 
Federation Bill, would remain separate.  At this very moment Victoria is making attempts to 
plunder our New South Wales revenue by taking the Riverina wool traffic to Melbourne.  
Victoria says to the New South Wales squatter in the Riverina:  "We charge you 7 shillings and 2 
pence a bale for freighting your wool".  This Colony of ours is pursuing a similar policy with 
regard to Southern Queensland. 
 

Each Colony has built railways at an immense cost, and each system is cutting the throat of the 
next.  An immense waste is thus resulting.  South Australia, Victoria, New south Wales and 
Queensland, instead of working one railway system are working four systems, with separate 
gauges, and are cutting one another's throats. 
 

To sum up my scheme for Australia in a few words:  I should have one Governor and one 
Government for Australia; one Parliament and one set of laws from Cape Howe to Cape York; 
one railway system from Coolgardie to Sydney; one tariff, one excise, one defence system and 
one public debt for all Australia. 
 

Instead of the Colonies fighting on the London money-markets for loans, I should consolidate 
the loans and I would stake my life that the result would be the saving of a million sterling 
annually to the people of Australia. 
 

All this I should do along the lines of commonsense and practical utility.  If anything like 
Federation is ever to be brought about, it must be brought about on economical and practical 
lines.  If we are to be economical in small matters, we cannot afford to be other than economical 
on a question like Federation. 
 

We must economise the cost of government and the cost of working all our large institutions, 
which at the moment are wrecking and destroying and injuring the people of this country from 
one end of the other.  We must have one nation and one economical system of government. 
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Then, in a letter dated 12 June 1894, Dibbs wrote to Victorian Premier Sir James Patterson to 

propose a scheme of unification between NSW and Victoria, with the hope that eventually all 

other Australian colonies would join to form an Australia-wide union (Quick and Garran 1901: 

155-157; Church 1913: 6-7; Crisp 1980: 49-76; Anderson 1992: 16; Irving 1999: 46; Campbell 

2000: 70; Winckel 2000: 28).  Extracts of this letter, further to those shown in Chapter 3, are 

reproduced in Appendix 3B.  Quick and Garran (1901: 156) observe that Dibbs' June 1894 letter 

"evoked a merely non-committal reply from Sir James Patterson, but it was printed and 

circulated, and found a certain number of adherents".  Campbell (2000: 70) observes that "the 

letter from Dibbs to Patterson received unfavourable editorial reaction" when first publicised, 

"but gradually the newspapers began to appreciate the New South Wales Premier's intent and 

warmed to his ideas".  Crisp (1980: 77-86) provides a dozen or so examples of favourable 

responses in newspapers throughout the Australian colonies.  The Victorian Premier Patterson 

also took the proposal seriously.  Citing a 22 June 1894 Sydney Morning Herald report, 

Campbell (2000: 70; see also Crisp 1980: 84) observes that: 

Premier Patterson responded on 20 June with a cautious three paragraph long letter agreeing that 
unification of the two colonies would most likely bring about Federation.  He suggested a 
preliminary meeting between two or three members of each Government to discuss the matter 
further.   

 

But just when unification appeared to be gathering momentum, "Dibbs lost the July 1894 

election, and Patterson was also defeated in September that year and there was no further serious 

pursuit of the matter" (Bannon 1999: 431; see also Crisp 1980: 87-98; Campbell 2000: 70).  

Dibbs continued to vigorously promote the merits of unification after his 1894 election loss, 

right up until the final Federation referendums of 1899 and 1900, mainly as a member and then 

leader of the Anti-Convention-Bill-League, and his unification proposals have remained highly 

influential even though never adopted in full (Crisp 1980: 87-103; Campbell 2000: 70-72).  

Campbell (2000: 70) observes, for example, that: 

As Leader of the Opposition Dibbs supported a speech by Premier Reid at a March 1895 Sydney 
dinner honouring retiring Victorian Governor Lord Hopetoun.  Dibbs expressed the view that 
New South Wales: 
 

... should join Victoria on different terms to those now contemplated by some.  If he 
could be assured of a unified Australia, presided over by one Governor General in the 
person of Lord Hopetoun, he would be satisfied.  He hoped these colonies would be 
bound together ... When that was done they would have Queensland and South Australia 
joining them, and making one great colony which should have one great Government 
and one great Parliament.  That was his idea of the future, when local and provincial 
Parliaments had become things of the past.  He wanted to see one great united people 
presided over by a governor General.  Then and then only would federated Australia 
become an accomplished fact [Sydney Morning Herald, 22 June 1894]. 



 3A-21

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics Year Book for 1901-1907 (ABS 1908; see also 

Johns 1934: 101; Crisp 1980: 103; Bannon 1999: 156-157), "Sir George Dibbs' [1894] 

unification scheme helped to make the issue [of Federation] a real one".  Winckel (2000: 27; see 

also Wise 1913: 198) observes that "the proposal of a more complete unification of Australia 

was part of the federation debate leading up to 1900, albeit a dissenting part of the debate".  

Crisp (1980: 88) notes further that the Dibbs proposal "brought to the fore the possibility that 

union or federation might advantageously come by incremental rather than 'all-at-once' merger 

of colonies", though it was noted earlier in this section that Parkes had been adopting an openly 

incremental strategy at least as early as the 1860s.  It is also acknowledged that unificationists to 

some degree counter-balanced the provincialism and 'States' rights' positions of many of the 

participants in the Federation Conventions of the 1890s, and that the Commonwealth 

Constitution, as eventually adopted, reflected unificationist ideas to at least some extent, 

especially in terms of the powers assigned to the Commonwealth government in Section 51 and 

elsewhere (Crisp 1990). 

 
According to B.R. Wise (1913: 198, as quoted by Winckel 2000: 27), unification "was never a 

serious political cry during the federal campaign", but, as Crisp (1980: 104) observes, Wise 

eventually "made one of the most telling revaluations of Dibbs's 1894 letter to Patterson and the 

living significance and value of its contribution for Australians".  Crisp (1980: 104, quoting 

Wise 1913: 104) observes that: 

As a New South Wales Free-trader and Federalist 'Ultra', [Wise] was one of Dibbs's most 
trenchant and unrelenting opponents.  In the late 1890s he had gone about commending the 
Federation Bill as a panacea which would annually cost his fellow citizens only three shillings 
and sixpence a head, 'about the same as the cost of registering one's dog'.  But long afterwards, 
living under the unitary constitution of the United Kingdom in 1913, he recorded that 'Sir George 
Dibbs was a gallant figure at all times'. 

 

Wise (1913: 196-198, as quoted in Crisp 1980: 104-105) came to believe that Dibbs' 1894 

unification scheme: 

impracticable as it was at the time, was supported by arguments which must carry greater weight 
with every year's experience of the inconvenience of a federal system, and every quickening of 
the spirit of Australian nationality.  With great force, Sir George Dibbs pointed out the ridiculous 
division of control over public debts, railways and land revenues; the expense of a double system 
of government; the absurdity of equal representation in the Senate; and the immense advantage, 
by contrast, of a "complete pooling of our debts, our railways, our national establishments 
generally, with a view to extending our revenues and minimising our expenditures" ... The 
practical advantages of a more unified Government are so great that, if present indications are a 
guide to the future, the arguments of Sir George Dibbs will receive greater consideration as the 
years go by. 

 

Crisp (1980: 105) concludes that: 
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From the vantage-point of 1980 it is clear that the Dibbsian message of 1894 (and the years 
before and after) is one of the richer threads in the tangled skein of Australia's Federation story.  
It was not a thread inserted by Dibbs alone.  By 1899 there was a remarkable spread of men 
whose diverse political and economic policies and ideologies brought them to share at least a 
conviction about the need for a much stronger national government than was dreamt of in the 
philosophies of the dominant Federalists of 1891 and 1897-98, or reflected in the Constitutional 
drafts they fabricated.  By 1899 George Dibbs and Normand MacLaurin were sharing platforms 
with A. B. Piddington, some of the more aware pioneer Political Labour leaders, and sharing 
their disappointment and frustration with men like Henry Bourne Higgins from beyond the 
boundaries of New South Wales.  The Commonwealth Constitution of 1900 was not their choice.  
Amendments made and judicial interpretations given since have brought it a little way in their 
direction.  There is much more ground to be made yet. 

 

Dibbs' close unificationist allies included his brother Thomas Dibbs, a banker, and several of his 

NSW parliamentary colleagues, including Dr Normand Maclaurin (Crisp 1980: 4, 47-48, 94-95, 

102, 105; see also 1990: 137; Cunneen 1999: 332; Irving 1999: 72).  Maclaurin stated as follows 

in the NSW Legislative Council on 5 August 1897 (as quoted by Crisp 1980: 47-48): 

First of all, I think it might be as well to remind the house of the line I have always taken upon 
this subject.  I have always been opposed to federation; but I have always been in favour of 
union.  The kind of union I have always been in favour of is the one of which we have such a 
striking example in the most successful union that has ever taken place in any country – the 
union between England and Scotland which is legislative union – a union which would leave us 
with one paramount Parliament, and which would abolish local Parliaments, bodies which would 
no longer be necessary – a union which would give us one supreme power, with the necessary 
local and municipal government for the different divisions of the continent.  Such a union, I am 
certain, would be for the best interests of everyone.  But a federal union is one with which I 
cannot at all agree, because I believe that the evils which would result from it would far more 
than counter-balance any benefits which it might produce.  I believe that it would be so 
cumbrous, so inefficient, and so attended with expense, that it would do very much more harm 
than good to the community. 

 
 
John Day in January 1897 
 
Crisp (1990: 175) observes that "one of the best short statements of the case for unification came 

from a man who spent most of his working life in South Australia, John Medway Day": 

Born in Bedford, England, in 1838, he migrated to South Australia in 1866 as a Baptist minister.  
In 1875 he joined the editorial and literary staff of the conservative South Australian Register 
which he served as leader-writer (and sometimes acting editor) for sixteen years.  He left it and 
founded Voice as a Henry-Georgeite land-reform organ.  He failed in efforts to gain a seat in the 
South Australian Parliament.  He was, from 1894 until early 1897, editor of the Worker in 
Sydney – an unhappy, depressed period for the Australian Workers' Union, for its impecunious 
paper and for Day.  Day was anti-socialist and for that reason not persona grata with some who 
rose to the governing bodies of the AWU and of the Labor Party during those years, despite his 
popularity with many of his readers.  He died in Hobart in 1905 after a little over a year as editor 
of the Tasmanian Mail. 

 

"Stripped down to its essentials", Crisp (1990: 175-177) observes, "Day's letter, published by the 

Sydney Daily Telegraph on 15 January 1897, read": 
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... I am disposed to think that if the proposal [for unification] were referred to the vote of electors 
there would be a strong majority in favour of it and the minority would be made up of those 
whose local and class interests would seem to be imperilled by the absorption of all the Colonies 
in one nation. 
 

What are the State rights which it is said need to be carefully considered, and why should they be 
regarded as paramount?  Is there any sense in assuming that the man who lives on one side of a 
river has State rights varying from those of the man who lives on the opposite side?  In truth 
these interests do not vary as much as the interests of inhabitants of different parts of the same 
Colony.  We cannot forget that the position has greatly altered since the United States was 
federated, and even since Canadian federation was brought about.  Distance is now practically 
annihilated.  Sydney is nearer to Brisbane today than London was to York when American 
Independence was proclaimed. 
 

What we want is uniformity in all legislation affecting our common interests, and practical 
uniformity in the administration of the legislation.  Much of the administration of the general 
legislation and all the administration of purely local affairs could be entrusted to the local 
governing bodies ... 
 

The idea of different, and even antagonistic, interests is kept alive and fostered from the outset 
by the special representation of the States, and therefore of State rights, in the Senate.  Does it 
not seem absurd that for legislative purposes the two Houses should be held to represent 
opposing interests.  The Lower House is to work in the interests of union, and the Upper House 
in the interests of disintegration. 
 

... Surely all this is merely making work for the lawyers without securing any advantage for the 
citizens?  It will even place them in a worse position of uncertainty than they are at present ... 
This will mean increased delay and greater uncertainty ... Delays and uncertainties always tell in 
favour of the rich man with the long purse and the doubtful cause ... 
 

Under a system of unification, as distinguished from federation, nearly all these difficulties 
would disappear.  There would be one Parliament with one or two Houses, as might be decided 
... There would be one uniform system of judicature ... The Parliament would be supreme over 
the whole continent to the same degree in which under our present system, our local Parliaments 
are supreme ... 

 

Crisp (1990: 177) concludes that: 

Day's letter surely places him in the company of H. B. Higgins, A. B. Piddington, George Dibbs, 
W. M. Hughes, perhaps Tom Price, and other thoughtful Australian nationalists of the day, who 
were not prepared simply to swallow hook, line and sinker the complacency narrow dogma of 
the Griffith-Barton-Baker-Clark Federalists, but dared to insist on visions of a larger, deeper, 
broader, more self-confident national future, freed of institutionalized provincialism. 

 
 
Tasmanian Politician T. J. Bakhap in February 1997 
 
Crisp (1990: 174) makes the significant observation that "those who held and expressed 

unificationist views in the 1890s did not all come, like George Dibbs, from the larger Colonies; 

nor were they by any means all, like Tom Price, Labor men".  And he estimates that "surely the 

only instance where unificationist ideas for Australia were inspired by the French example was 

that of T. J. Bakhap" (Crisp 1990: 174): 
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Born in Ballarat in 1866 and arriving with his father and family in north-eastern Tasmania in 
1878, Bakhap was successively prospector, miner and mining company director.  He became 
Member of the Tasmanian House of Assembly for Bass from 1909 to 1913 as an Anti-Socialist, 
then a Senator for Tasmania (first as a Liberal and then as a Nationalist) from 1913 until his 
death in 1923, when he had been Chairman of Committees for some four years. 

 

Crisp (1990: 174) observes further that "the Launceston Examiner published a one-and-a-half-

column article" by Bakhap on 3 February 1897, titled 'A Federal or Unitarian  Commonwealth? 

The Latter to be Desired', which claimed that: 

The system of central government which suffices for the legislative wants of thirty-five millions 
of Frenchmen, and conserves a national pride and spirit, probably the strongest that exists in the 
world, is the fittest model for the government which should  wield complete sway over four 
millions of Australasians. 

 
 
Henry Bourne Higgins 
 
Henry Bourne Higgins (1851-1929), according to John Rickard (1999: 379; see also 1984; 

Palmer 1931; Greenwood 1955: 191; McMinn 1979: 115; 1994: 177; Crisp 1990: 155-172; 

Alomes and Jones 1991: 113-115; Crommelin 1992: 42; Galligan 1995: 82; Botsman 2000: 36-

41): 

was born in Ireland and migrated with his family to Victoria in 1870.  He was elected to the 
Victorian Legislative Assembly in 1894 as a supporter of the dominant liberal protectionist cause; 
three years later, with the support of the Age, he was lucky to be elected as Victoria's tenth 
delegate to the 1897-98 Federation Convention.  Never an ideological federationist, Higgins 
believed that 'federation' was a 'mere word', and 'a mere question of a mode of government', and 
he was concerned at the heavy reliance placed by most other delegates on the example of the 
United States Constitution.  He was an active contributor to the Convention debate and, at the 
Melbourne session, moved the amendment which gave the Commonwealth its industrial 
arbitration power. 
... 
When the Convention concluded, Higgins emerged as one of the few Victorian opponents of the 
Constitution Bill.  He believed it was insufficiently democratic – he had, for example, never 
accepted any justification for the Senate being a states' House – and he feared that it would prove 
inflexible and difficult to amend.  Although his cause was hopeless in Victoria, his help was 
much sought by the New South Wales anti-Billites, who were anxious to refute the charge of 
provincialism.  Never afraid to be in the minority, Higgins stubbornly persisted in his criticism of 
the Bill. 
 

In spite of his role as a dissenting Father of Federation', Higgins was a successful candidate for 
the first Commonwealth Parliament, briefly held office as Attorney-General in J. C. Watson's 
1904 Labor Government, and, in 1906 was appointed to the High Court, as well as to the 
Conciliation and Arbitration Court, which owed its existence to the amendment he had moved at 
the Federation Convention. 

 

Higgins' preferred system of government for Australia would probably now be classified as a 

unitary system with a degree of federal character, making him more unificationist than most or 

all delegates to the 1897-98 Federation Convention, but less fully unificationist than Sir George 
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Dibbs and others who sought a fully unitary system (Greenwood 1955: 189-191; Crisp 1990: 

115, 125-126, 164; Botsman 2000: 36-41).  Greenwood (1955: 189) identifies Higgins as the 

most unificationist of several prominent nationalists prominently involved in the 1897-98 

Federation Convention: 

The consistent supporters of union, determined to find a way past all obstacles and to create a 
workable system of government, were in the main men of liberal or radical ideas, warmed by 
national sentiment and convinced that a national government could solve the economic and 
political problems Australia was facing.  Notable amongst these were Alfred Deakin, Isaac 
Isaacs and Henry Bourne Higgins of Victoria, and Charles Kingston and John Cockburn of South 
Australia.  Deakin and Kingston were the most consistent federalists, Higgins the most consistent 
unificationist.  

 

Transcripts of the 1897 and 1898 National Australasian Convention (NAC) show that other 

Convention delegates often claimed that Higgins's proposals amounted to calls for unification, 

rather than federation (see, for example, NAC Sydney Session, 1897: 262, 290, 347).  Similar 

claims were also levelled against others, however, including Alfred Deakin (see, for example, 

NAC, Sydney, 1897: 588-589) and George Reid (see, for example, NAC, Sydney, 1897: 504). 

 
Like A.B. Piddington (a NSW lawyer and colonial parliamentarian from 1895 to 1898), Tom 

Price, Isaac Isaacs, and others of like mind, Higgins strongly opposed provincialism and States' 

rights positions (Crisp 1990: 121-268; see also Greenwood 1955: 189, 191; Alomes and Jones 

1991: 113-115; Galligan 1995: 82).  As Crisp (1990: 164-165) explains, Higgins: 

saw any such institutionalized State intrusion as a 'front' or vehicle for political Reaction.  'If you 
scratch a "States' Rights" man', he warned the Richmond Working Man's Club in 1899, 'you will 
find the reactionary Tory'.  So he wanted the resolution of any Federal inter-House deadlock to 
be by 'national referendum', by which term he meant a referendum determining the issue by a 
national majority vote only – not by a dual referendum requiring a national majority and, in 
addition, majorities in a majority of States. 

 

Speaking on the Constitution Bill to his Geelong constituents in April 1898, Higgins (as quoted 

by Crisp 1990: 159) stated that: 

We are one people – we have one destiny ... We have the same origin, the same habits, the same 
ideals.  ...  My objection to this Bill is not that it is federal but that it is provincial ... 
Provincialism, with its clumsy, greedy fingers, is to retain its power over Australian subjects. 

 

Higgins (1900: 126, as quoted by Crisp 1990: 166) felt that the problem of provincialism and 

States' rights problem could be reduced, however, if there were more States, and hence may 

have found common ground with new States advocates of later times, such as Page, Pern and 

Pape, and regional States advocates such as Thomas and Hurford, as described in Chapter 2: 

If we could have forty-five States, as the American Union has, the evil would not be so marked.  
For a small State, with its particularist interest, would then count for only one forty-fifth; with us 
it will count for one-sixth, and it will be able often to hold the balance of power, and to pursue a 
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policy of selfish bargaining for concessions in the provincial interest.  Unfortunately, the 
Constitution by all its provisions fosters the provincial forces as against the national forces.   

 

Further evidence of Higgins' preference for a unitary system, but one with a degree of provincial 

autonomy and federal character, is found in his admiration of the South African model, as Crisp 

(1990: 172) explains: 

The early years of Australian federation in practice did little, if anything, to reconcile Higgins to 
the great weaknesses he saw in the Constitution.  In articles and addresses, at home and abroad, 
he continued to lament them.  By contrast, he was able to hail the scheme for the South African 
Union, developed and enacted by the South African authorities in the years after the Boer War, 
after taking the advice – ironically enough – of Alfred Deakin as Australian Prime Minister, 
amongst others.  He saw in it the flexible and rational elements he found lacking in the 
Commonwealth if Australia Constitution Act of 1900. 

 

As noted above, the Australian Constitution that eventuated in 1901 substantially differed from 

Higgins' preferred model, but, in various capacities, Higgins was still able to substantially 

influence the Constitution itself and Australia's subsequent constitutional development.  

According to Crisp (1990: 160-161; see also 225-227; Higgins et al. 1897: 782-793; Higgins et 

al. 1898: 180-215; Greenwood 1955: 191; Frazer 2002), Higgins: 

is rightfully to be regarded as the father (as later he was to be the judicial 'administrator') of 
Section 51 (xxxv) of the Constitution, which provided for Commonwealth 
 

Conciliation and Arbitration for the prevention and settlement of industrial disputes 
extending beyond the limits of any one State. 

 
Something of the sort had been moved unsuccessfully at the 1891 Convention by the South 
Australian liberal, C. C. Kingston.  At Adelaide in 1897 Higgins moved to the same effect which, 
after amendment, was defeated 22-10.  In 1898, in Melbourne, he carried the sub-section (as 
quoted above) 22-19, with the support of Isaacs, Quick, Trenwith, and even Forrest. 

 

Crisp (1990: 227; see also 160) observes further that: 

Higgins, conscious of the problems arising from making too great a concession to 'States' 
Righters', was to carry the drive for a less qualified and more adequate Commonwealth industrial 
relations power into the first Session of the first Commonwealth Parliament itself.  Again he 
enjoyed Isaacs's support.  On June 1901 Higgins carried – on the voices – a motion seeking the 
National Parliament's approach to the State Parliaments to inform them that it would welcome 
and accept a transfer to it by the States under Section 51 (xxxix) of general power over wages, 
hours and conditions of labour so that the National Parliament might pass – in particular – 
'general factory laws for the entire Commonwealth'.  (A similar resolution was passed, without 
dissent, in the Senate on 9 August 1901.)  The States were not forthcoming. 

 

Higgins then became, "successively, within seven years" (Crisp 1990: 160-161; see also 

Galligan 1995: 173, 182): 

member of the legislature, the executive and, finally, the judiciary and the arbitration authority of 
that Commonwealth.  In the first two capacities he had little opportunity to change the shape or 
course of the Constitution he had helped draft.  As a member of the High Court from 1906 to 
1929, however, he got his opportunities – notably in the Engineers' Case of 1920 concerning the 
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approach and meaning to be applied to his Section 51(xxxv) and wider issues of the 
Constitution's interpretation – and made the most of them. 

 

Brown (2005: 7; see also Hanks 1990: 389-394) observes further that a significant "example of 

the strength of unitary values" in Australia's constitutional development: 

is the famous turn taken by the High Court of Australia in 1920 in its approach to interpretation 
of the Constitution's attempted division of legislative power between Commonwealth and States. 
In the Engineers' case (1920), a court dominated by its second round of appointees, Henry 
Bourne Higgins and Isaac Isaacs, overturned the various attempts by the original Griffith court to 
quarantine state legislative power from erosion by the Commonwealth through the doctrine of 
state 'reserve powers'. Higgins and Isaacs had, of course, been part of the substantial minority of 
1890s Federation delegates who consistently pushed for larger federal powers than ultimately 
agreed in the 1901 constitutional text. However just as important as the fact they finally had their 
way in 1920, is the extent to which their reasoning was explicitly opposed to federalist principles 
of divided sovereignty, and based instead in British-styled unitary constitutional values ... 

 

As President of the Commonwealth Court of Arbitration and Conciliation in November 1907, 

Higgins also handed down the famous Harvester judgement, which achieved a "fundamental 

national policy" (Alomes and Jones 1991: 152) on wages and working conditions, and also a 

significant degree of previously unachieved national unity, if not unification as such, as 

Botsman (2000: 6; see also 36; Greenwood 1955: 218; Lamprati 1984: 118-119; Alomes and 

Jones 1991: 152-154; Robbins, Harriss and Macklin 2005) articulates: 

There have, of course, been sparks of national unity.  As Les Murray has written, for a long time 
there was no new nation in the minds of ordinary Australians.  The "really big news" was the 
Sunshine Harvester case of the new federal Conciliation and Arbitration Court, which 
established a "living wage" for all Australian working families. [Higgins 1922: 37]  Before this, 
"nobody thought much about the Commonwealth." [Murray 1996: 41] 

 
 
South Australian Labor Politician Tom Price 
 
According to Bannon (1999: 412; see also Crisp 1990: 122-129, 137-155, 174; Botsman 2000: 

5), Thomas Price (1852-1909): 

Welsh-born South Australian stonemason and Labor parliamentarian from 1893, Price opposed 
Federation, maintaining that only unification could secure true democracy and radical policies.  
He campaigned strongly for a No vote in the 1898 referendum, but accepted the verdict in 1899.  
An unsuccessful federal candidate in 1901, Price became South Australia's first Labor Premier in 
1905, dying in office in 1909. 

 

Crisp (1990: 125; see also 123, 146-148, 152-154) observes that Price was not "Anti-Federalist", 

but "was, for preference, a Unificationist".  Crisp also notes that "on 28 February 1899, in one of 

his final parliamentary speeches on the Federation issue," Price stated that: "From the 
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commencement I have been a unificationist and I can say that the temper of Australia is in the 

direction of unification and not of Federation". 

 
Price, according to Crisp (1990: 149) "saw Federation as an objective essentially of the rich" 

and believed that "the poor would have to pay dearly" for the "three governmental layers", as 

follows (Price 1897: 205, as quoted in Crisp 1990: 149-150): 

The Federal question is nothing but a commercial movement from beginning to end.  I challenge 
any Hon. Member or the advocates of unity to produce any evidence from the Convention 
records which could encourage me to believe that the social condition of the people is to be 
improved by Federation ... Government will be more expensive and, the more costly government 
is, the worse it is for those who have to bear the burden. 

 
 
Further Support for Unification at the Federation Conference of 1890 
and the Federation Conventions of 1891, 1897 and 1898 
 
Table 3A-1 below summarises the number of times the words "unification", "amalgamation" 

and "federation" were mentioned at the 1890 Federation Conference and the Federation 

Conventions of 1891 and 1897-98. 

 

Table 3A-1:  Mentions of "Unification" and "Federation" at the 1890 Federation 
Conference and the Federation Conventions of 1891, 1897 and 1898 

Conference 
or 

Convention 

Location and 
Dates 

Number of 
times the word 
"unification" 
appeared in 
transcript 

= U 

Number of 
times the word 
"federation" 
appeared in 
transcript 

= F 

Ratio of
U to F 

Number of times 
the word 

"amalgamation" 
appeared in 

transcript = A 

Ratio of 
(U+A) to 

F 

Australasian 
Federation 
Conference 

Melbourne, 
06 Feb to 

14 Feb 1890 
2 383 1 : 192 2 1 : 96 

National 
Australasian 
Convention 

Sydney, 
02 Mar to 

09 Apr 1891 
52 829 1 : 16 5 1 : 15 

National 
Australasian 
Convention, 
First Session 

Adelaide, 
22 Mar to 

06 May 1897 
40 1333 1 : 33 33 1 : 18 

National 
Australasian 
Convention, 

Second Session 

Sydney, 
02 Sep to 

24 Sep 1897 
99 1059 1 : 11 19 1 : 9 

National 
Australasian 
Convention, 

Third Session 

Melbourne, 
20 Jan to 

17 Mar 1898 
23 1555 1 : 68 23 1 : 34 
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Whilst the comparisons in Table 3A-1 are somewhat superficial, they nevertheless suffice to 

establish that the subject of unification, or "amalgamation" in the words of Sir John Downer, as 

below, came into discussion at events largely or wholly designed to pursue Federation rather 

than generally explore government system reform options for Australia. 

 
The following extracts from transcripts of the 1897-98 Federation Convention sessions of 

Adelaide, Sydney and Melbourne provide clear evidence that many Convention delegates 

accepted their immediate duties and obligations to help achieve an Australian Federation but 

held underlying preferences for unification.  It can hence be inferred that many Convention 

delegates, like Parkes, and possibly even Griffith, as described above, supported Federation as 

both an immediate end in itself, but also an a stepping stone toward unification in the not too 

distant post-Federation future. 

 
Convention extracts provided below in chronological order, with locations, years and official 

report page numbers also indicated, show that William Lyne (NSW), Bernhard Wise (NSW), 

George Reid (NSW), Sir John Downer (SA) and Sir Richard Baker (SA) all expressed support 

for unification, or "amalgamation" in Downer's words, a fact which has seldom been recognised, 

despite recent efforts to clarify such truths (see for example Crisp 1980; Botsman 2000).  Alfred 

Deakin also acknowledged that Federation involved "that degree of unification necessary for 

national interests and national ends ".  Orthodox histories, intentionally or otherwise, have 

generally suggested that Sir George Dibbs, H.B. Higgins and others were almost alone among 

Convention delegates in their support for unification.  These extracts below show that it is 

clearly more accurate to say that there were many unificationists or "amalgamationists" present 

at the Federation Conventions of the 1890s, and that the essential distinction was one of timing 

and patience; Dibbs and Higgins sought immediate unification, whereas others accepted their 

mandate to first Federate and leave the pursuit of unification for another day or the next 

generation. 

 

Extracts from the Adelaide Federation Convention Session of March to May 1897 
 
Dr. John Cockburn (SA), Adelaide, 1897: 340: 

... in so many speeches we have heard hon. members who hold similar views to those I hold in 
general politics, speak in favour of unification and not Federation.  I do not think we were ever 
sent here to consider unification; we were sent here to frame a Federation ... 

 

Mr William Lyne (NSW), Adelaide, 1897: 653: 
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Some hon. member has suggested unification.  I say: far better go for unification than for a 
Federation which is going to tie our hands behind our backs for all time ... 

 
 
Extracts from the Sydney Federation Convention Session of September 1897 
 
Mr William Lyne (NSW), Sydney, 1897: 599: 

... as the debates proceeded in Adelaide, as I had time to think what the result of federation on 
the lines of equal state representation would be, my ideas have converged very much in the 
direction of some sort of unification. 

 

Mr Bernhard Wise (NSW), Sydney, 1897: 755-6: 

For my part, I do not hesitate to declare myself an advocate of and a believer in unification.  I 
have always believed in unification. ... I would be glad if Victoria had never separated from New 
South Wales.  I would like to see Tasmania annexed to this colony, and I would like South 
Australia to form part of our western boundary; and I would not be averse to extending the 
jurisdiction of New South Wales to the farthest west of this continent; but I recognise, and have 
always recognised, that we cannot frame any scheme of federation except by recognising the 
equal existence – the broad, independent, national existence of all these colonies. 

 
 
Extracts from the Melbourne Federation Convention Session of January to March 1898 
 
Mr Alfred Deakin (VIC) and Mr Edmund Barton (NSW), Melbourne, 1898: 202: 

Mr. DEAKIN (Victoria). – 
... 
It is impossible to refuse to permit the settlement of great federal issues by the Federal 
Government simply because they involve dangers, unless the Federal Government is to deal with 
only minor and unimportant questions, and to be a kind of glorified Federal Council, instead of, 
as we intend, the popular and central Government of the whole of Australia. 
 

Mr. BARTON. - 
That is an argument for unification. 
 

Mr. DEAKIN. - 
All arguments for federation are arguments for that degree of unification necessary for national 
interests and national ends. 

 

Mr George Reid (NSW), Melbourne, 1898: 675: 

I, personally, would not mind unification at all. 
 

Mr Josiah Symon (SA), Melbourne, 1898: 676: 

We are not here for unification, but for federation ... 
 

Sir John Downer (SA), Melbourne, 1898: 2034: 

I hate the word "unification," and will not use it.  I have said before that there is much to be said 
for amalgamation.  I can understand that there might be an immense amount of money saved by 
amalgamation in the way of carrying on the government of the country, and there might be an 
immense amount of force from the head of the Commonwealth which you cannot get from the 
partial disintegration which is involved even in federation.  But it is not our mission to establish 
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an amalgamation of these colonies.  We are here under Bills passed by our various colonies, and 
there is a claim for federation, and not a claim for merging the colonies in one common concern. 

 

Sir Richard Baker (SA), Melbourne, 1898: 2482: 

I invite the honorable and learned member (Mr. Higgins) to consider this point: If the people of 
the smaller states are willing to adopt the type of government suggested by our Victorian friends, 
we can save the expense of ten Houses of Legislature and five Governors, and we can become a 
truly united people.  But we have been sent here to frame a scheme of federation, not of 
amalgamation. 

 
 
Melbourne Age Proprietor David Syme 
 
David Syme (1827-1908), who owned the Melbourne Age newspaper from 1856 to 1857 and 

again from 1860 until his death, was another who favoured unification but accepted federation 

(Pratt 1908: 49, 226-227, 315-316; see also Sayers 1965: 38, 41, 192-200, 221, 231-232).  

According to his biographer Ambrose Pratt (1908: 227; see also Borrow 1988: 79): 

The Commonwealth was no sooner established than The Age laid aside the trammels of old 
provincial habits of thought and stood forth as the protagonist of National, as opposed to State 
sentiments and interests.  From that day it has never ceased to preach the gospel of nationalism 
and to deprecate the intrusion of parochialism and local jealousies into the sphere of national 
politics.  Syme's object was to abolish all arbitrary divisions and boundaries and to teach the 
Australian people that they are not any longer New South Welshmen or Victorians, 
Queenslanders, West or South Australians, or Tasmanians, but Australians – an undivided people 
and a nation. 

 

Serle (1969: 46) observes further that in 1886 Syme "recommended amalgamation of Victoria 

and South Australia as the latter's answer to its current depression". 
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