
 

 

Charles III, Monarch of fifteen Kingdoms, is a moderniser in a traditionalist skin 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

It is one of the particularisms of the British Monarchy, that whoever is the King or Queen of 

the United Kingdom, is also King or Queen – and of course head of State, in fourteen other 

nations, all sovereign and all members of the United Nations. 

So Charles III on assuming the British throne on 8 September became King of fifteen Kingdoms. 

Three are the old dominions: countries that were settled by British natives during the time of 

Empire: Canada, Australia and New Zealand; eight are much smaller Caribbean states, 

including Jamaica, Antigua and Barbuda, The Bahamas, Belize, Grenada, St Vincent and the 

Grenadines, St Kitts and Nevis, and St Lucia; and 3 are in Oceania: Papua New Guinea, the 

Solomon Islands and Tuvalu. 

One can easily dismiss this as a historical oddity, a quirk left over from the time of empire. 

Partly it is. As part of a much bigger strategy to maintain a privileged position in its former 

colonies and possessions, as they achieved independence and formed into modern states, 

once the process of decolonisation started the British authorities had developed a plan 

whereby these territories will assume self-government, even full sovereignty, but remain 

within a “British family of nations” namely The Commonwealth. Furthermore, initially at least, 

the idea was that they will all keep the British Monarch as Head of State, represented by a 

Governor-General. In the beginning even India acquiesced to this model, but very soon, swept 

by the forces of anti-imperialism and anti-colonisation that prevailed in the second half of the 

20th century, most former colonies opted to become republics on achieving independence or 

soon after. For the three old dominions it was a different preposition: whilst republicanism 

exists in Canada, Australia and New Zealand, the links with “the old country” and with the 

monarchy remain very strong. They kept the system, and are likely to continue doing so for 

some time. It has never been clear however why this system has endured in a country like 

Jamaica, which has had on and off some rather left leaning governments. People often 

mention the personality of Queen Elizabeth as a main reason why some countries continued 

to keep her as head of state. Certainly the Queen was pivotal during her 70 year long reign in 

re-inventing and sustaining the Commonwealth as a loose gathering of 56 sovereign nations 

who all accepted her as their titular head.  

King Charles III will have to work hard to keep the Commonwealth as a functioning institution, 

and the position of the British Monarch at its head. In the first few days as King he has already 

shown that this will be one of his main priorities.   Maintaining the position of head of state in 

the fifteen “realms” is another matter. In the Caribbean in particular the trend is to move 

towards a republican constitutional head sooner rather than later. The importance of this for 

the countries themselves, and indeed for King Charles and the British monarchy, will be 

minimal, but there are some symbolic consequences for the UK, especially in the post Brexit 

era when London has tried to redefine itself from a European country into a global country – 

whatever that means – since this will be seen as part of a fading British influence. 



 

 

For King Charles III a much more serious issues is what happens in the UK itself. The reign of 

Queen Elizabeth has ensured that the monarchy is now an intrinsic part of the fabric of British 

society. 

The outpourings of sorrow, and of loyalty that are playing out these days on the streets of the 

United Kingdom remind us that the King or Queen whilst having only symbolic constitutional 

rights, their moral authority in society is very strong, not least because all the institutions of 

the state are forged around the monarchy from whom all power, even if only symbolically, 

flows. 

Charles III therefore, needs not only do the usual tasks that any constitutional head of state 

would be expected to do: sign on laws that parliament has already approved, appoint and 

receive ambassadors, represent the nation, and act as a modern totem pole of the state. In 

Britain  the new King is expected to continue to be the embodiment of the fabric of society at 

a time when there are serious challenges ahead. The very unity of the United Kingdom is in 

question. Demands for independence remain strong in Scotland. And the status of Northern 

Ireland remains contentious. The monarchy is an essential element that keeps the country 

together. It is not a co-incidence that King Charles is visiting all the four nations in the first 

days of his reign. Expect to see many more such visits in the future. 

Charles III – a reformer and moderniser in traditionalist skin 

Charles III assumed the throne at 73, having known that this would be his destiny from his 

early childhood. 

Waiting for such a long time could not have been easy, even though he knew that once he 

assumed the Crown any sense of personal freedom would be lost. In that sense Charles was 

more fortunate than his mother who became queen at the young age of 25, after which she 

dedicated herself completely to the job. 

Early on Charles started forging a role for himself in his capacity as Prince of Wales, 

establishing and leading from the front a number of institutions, such as the Prince’s Trust, 

and focusing on some key issues such as environment and climate change. In the last decade, 

as the Queen became older and frailer, his role evolved into what in a republic would be that 

of a Vice president, filling in for the Queen in some of her functions.  

But for most of the time Charles’s role, and duty, was to wait. In medieval times the heir to 

the throne would lead armies in battle. In modern times, the issue of succession is considered 

so important that everything possible is done to keep the person waiting in line out of harm’s 

way. But other risks have emerged. For whilst in the Middle Ages the risks came from the 

danger of being struck by a sword in battle, in modern times it is the exposure to non stop 

media scrutiny, that poses the biggest danger. Charles painful struggle to manage a difficult 

marriage in front of the world media, did, at least by some accounts, hurt his image, and by 

implication the monarchy. But the monarchy is resilient, and in the end, having finally married 

the woman he truly loved, Camilla Parker Bowles – despite resistance from many conservative 

quarters, and allegedly from his mother – he appeared more settled and content. Camilla now 



 

 

joins him as the Queen Consort, something that many had speculated would never happen, 

but which has played out smoothly over the last days without even a rumbling of disapproval. 

A very modern man in a very traditional skin 

First impression of Charles: the way he speaks, dresses and has overall composure make him 

seem aloof and traditional:  more akin to 1922 than 2022. But behind that façade is a very 

thoughtful man who is very aware of the many challenges facing Britain and the world – from 

climate change and environmental challenges, to poverty and the problems of disadvantaged 

people, and who in the past has shown that he was ready to do something about it. As 

monarch the King is not supposed to interfere in politics, nor even express an opinion. But he 

has other ways in which he can influence the course of things, and the crowds that filled the 

streets of British cities this week would have reminded politicians that they should not 

underestimate the moral authority of the Crown. King Charles III will be an activist monarch. 

He is likely to introduce important changes in how the monarchy works. Britain however is a 

country in transition. The pomp and paraphernalia surrounding the Sate Funeral of Elizabeth 

II and the accession of Charles III were an expression of where the country is coming from. But 

where is it going? Constitutional, societal, political and economic challenges ahead risk tearing 

the country apart. Charles III reign will, I suspect, be judged, by his contribution to keeping it 

together. 

 

King Charles and Islam 

After the constitutional challenge posed by the demand for Scottish independence the societal 

challenge stemming from Britain’s increasing multi-ethnic and multicultural identity is perhaps 

one of the most prominent. In some ways, on this, Britain is performing well. The diversity in 

the Cabinet of Prime Minister Liz Truss, appointed only hours before the accession of Charles 

III,  is for many, reassuring. But in other ways, across society, problems remain. 

One challenge is related to the large Muslim community in the UK, which in many ways 

remains marginalised. As Prince of Wales Charles III had a commendable record of reaching 

out to the Muslim Community in Britain, and indeed to the Islamic Ummah world wide. Whilst 

the King is also “Defender of the faith” – that faith being the Christian Anglican tradition, he 

has shown before a willingness and a capacity to recognise the role of other faiths. Managing 

this balance will also be a challenge. 

 

A friend of Arabia 

Charles III is likely to become very quickly a prominent and iconic figure on the world stage. 

Here too a more modern approach to the Monarchy’s international role can be expected. 

Apart from the Commonwealth, relations with the Arab countries of the Gulf have in the past 

been the most important international contacts nourished by Charles. In the course of doing 

so he has built strong personal ties with the ruling families in the Gulf, where Charles is seen 

as a genuine friend. I expect that the new King will visit the Gulf early in his reign. 



 

 

 

God save the King 

The challenges facing Britain and the world as Charles III ascends the throne are enormous. 

His reign will be judged as much by the events occurring during it, as by the actions of the new 

King himself. Both of Charles’ parents lived into their late nineties. If Charles’ reign lasts for 

decades it may overlap with an unprecedented period of turmoil for humanity. At such 

moments the reassurance of continuity that the Monarchy provides may be more appreciated 

than ever. For this, if for nothing else, we raise our voice in saying God Save the King!  

 

Dr Dennis Sammut is a historian and Director of LINKS Europe, an independent foundation 

based in The Hague in the Netherlands. In 2006 HM Queen Elizabeth awarded Dennis 

Sammut with the OBE. King Charles, then Prince Charles, presented the award at 

Buckingham Palace in 2007. 

 

 

 


