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Worksheet 3.3 — Extension

Why is Federation significant?

The Federation of the Australian colonies in 1901 was the culmination of a lengthy process that began with Sir Earl Grey’s suggestion of a loose colonial federation in 1847. Sir Henry Parkes’ address in Tenterfield in 1889 in favour of federation signified the growth of an identity as a nation and people. It also signified that for practical, economic and defence reasons the colonies would be stronger and develop better as one body than as six separate countries.

Many concerns and difficulties had been overcome to reach the decision to federate. Questions about tariffs and trade had been addressed and concerns from the smaller colonies about the strength and possible power of New South Wales and Victoria had been overcome. At the last minute, in 1900, Western Australia had decided to join the federation, while along the way New Zealand had decided that distance and difference would see her adopt a separate entity as a Dominion of Great Britain.

Key areas of concern for the Australian colonies were their defence, their ability to trade and their maintenance of a policy to keep the colonies as ‘White’ British-centred societies. It is significant that federation took place after a thorough review of the defence capabilities of the colonies by a British military expert.

With the formation of the federation league after the Corowa conference in 1893, progress had been accelerated with the drawing up of the second draft constitution and the passing of referenda by New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, South Australia and Queensland. The passing of the Australian Constitution through the British parliament and its signing by Queen Victoria in 1900 led to the birth of the new nation at the beginning of the new century. Australia had come of age and its people saw themselves as unique, with an identity and existence beyond that of the ‘mother’ country and of the separate colonies. Their vision was of a British nation that offered hope and opportunity to all not just those in positions of privilege.

We shall at once rise to a higher level, we shall occupy a larger place in the contemplate of mankind, the sympathies of every part of the world will go out to us, and figuratively, they will hold out the right hand of fellowship.’

Henry Parkes, Tenterfield, 24 October 1889
Excellent reference material can be found at http://moadoph.gov.au/ (see ‘Federation Arches’ and ‘Getting It Together – Colonies to Federation’) and at www.naa.gov.au (‘Documenting a Democracy’).
1
Reread Chapter 3 of the textbook and the information above. What do you believe were the major reasons that the six colonies located in Australia decided to federate in 1901?

2
What do you think Parkes meant when he suggested that if the colonies federate that they would ‘rise to a higher level’?

3
Do you think that the linking of the colonies by telegraph, postal services and trade between 1858 and 1879 were significant steps in movement towards federation? Provide reasons for your argument that they did or didn’t have a significant effect.

4
On a separate sheet of paper create a timeline, using illustrations and minimal words, that shows the federation movement from 1847 through to 1901. Use the table on page 79 of the textbook as a source of significant events that need to be included.

5
Review the concepts of defence, trade and views of sameness as reasons for moves towards federation as discussed on pages 80 and 81. In the space below, argue which concept you believe was the most important and significant?

6
Using the National Archives website (www.naa.gov.au), which examines our founding documents and personalities, carry out a case study of a colony of your choice and examine the steps, processes and debates that they went through before becoming part of the federation. In your answer state what you believe was the most significant reason/s for them finally joining the federation.
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