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From the perspective of today, it can be surprising to realise how unusual monarchy was becoming in 

the background to the accession of Elizabeth II in 1952. Indeed, the twentieth century had seen that 

means of identity and system of government, lay and spiritual, in desperate collapse across Eurasia as 

whole. The 1910s had seen monarchy end in the world’s most populous country, China, bringing to an 

end the oldest monarchy in the world, with Russia, and Austria and Germany, three other, long-

established imperial monarchies, and one new one, following. So also with the Ottoman Empire in 

1922. The 1940s had seen monarchy ended in Bulgaria, Romania and Italy, while the end of British 

imperial rule in South Asia had not been followed by the establishment of new monarchies. Japan’s 

imperial monarchy had been established, but shorn of status. 

1952 witnessed not only the accession of Elizabeth but soon after, on 23 July 1952, the 

toppling of King Farouk in the Egyptian Revolution. Monarchies of different forms ended elsewhere, 

for example in Vietnam in 1955, Tunisia in 1957, Iraq in 1958 and Iran in 1979. Britain was unusual 

and increasingly so. There was nothing inevitable about this, and a country that had had a republic 

imposed on it by circumstances and force in 1649 could well have gone in a similar direction anew. 

France had had this experience in 1792, 1848 and 1870. 

There were strengths in and of continuity in the British system, more particularly the 

interaction of monarchy and the Church of England and the joint grounding of both as legitimate and 

limited (not but limited) as consequence of the Revolution Settlement following the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688-9. 

Yet, this required working at, and continually so. Here each monarch represents the challenge 

of mishap, as did, very differently, George IV and Edward VIII, or the possibility of strengthening the 

institution, and, with it, the Crown and the kingdom, as did, in particular, George III, Victoria, George 

V, George VI and Elizabeth II. Each brought different strengths and contributions, with a probity and 

conduct based on duty and faith especially to the fore. Each thereby helped the country confront 

serious challenges, domestic and international, and related crises of identity. In my biography of 

George III, I emphasised his faith and how that set the tone for his conduct. It will surely be the case 

that the same is said of the Queen, an individual who surmounted her status in order to bring to the 

fore the full range of her spirit. 


