
 

 

Will Britain ever become a republic? 

Dennis Sammut 

The funeral on Monday (19 September) of Queen Elizabeth II, ended ten days of intense outpouring 

of grief at the death of a monarch that reigned for seventy years. The transition from one sovereign 

to another was immediate and smooth. In the British Constitutional practice, the moment one 

sovereign dies, the heir succeeds immediately. What now for the British Monarchy? 

The outpouring of sorrow and respect on the streets of London, and elsewhere where the coffin of 

Queen Elizabeth passed on its journey to a final resting place was genuine enough, and although it 

was expected, one can say that it even surpassed expectations. There was a bond between the 

British people and Queen Elizabeth II – the result of the Queen’s hard work, impeccable behaviour 

throughout her life, and also longevity. The Queen was the only head of state most British people 

remembered. To many the Queen was the State, and the State the Queen. Beyond the shores of 

Britain, the global response was also widespread and genuine, not only in the fourteen realms of 

which she was also head of state, apart from the UK, but way beyond, especially in The 

Commonwealth, which the Queen visited many times, and of which she was the titular head. The 

presence of so many world leaders for the funeral shows that the respect was also shared by many 

governments. Even Russia’s president Putin sent a warmly worded message of condolences to the 

new King, even though he was not invited for the funeral because of the diplomatic impasse between 

the UK and Russia. 

So, from all this one can conclude that the new King Charles III has been given a good start, and no 

doubt this is the case. But the situation is a bit more nuanced, and with closer examination one can 

see that the monarchy has challenges ahead which it will have to manage. 

First, the new King can expect that he will also be regarded with respect. He after all is now the new 

symbol of the state, and one can expect that many of the petty criticism of Charles when he was 

prince of Wales will evaporate. But Charles will have to work very hard to build the bond with the 

people that his mother had developed over decades, through her peculiar style and composure, and 

her discretion. Furthermore, whilst the country yearns for continuity, it also expects change, and so 

the new King has to modernise. Change of any kind brings its own risks. 

Changes will be expected in the way the Monarchy works. Not easy when the institution derives its 

legitimacy from centuries old traditions, but a more modern approach is possible. This will need to 

take into account how to fit in other members of the royal family, or more likely how to ease them 

out in order to leave the focus on the King (and his Queen consort) and the heir. This creates its own 

problems, because the media, and the public, have an insatiable demand for royal stories – and 

unfortunately also of royal scandal. The public attention of the last ten days adds to this appetite, 

and the beast will have to be fed. 

These are by and large presentational issues. They matter, but they are not of existential importance. 

The monarchy in the past has adapted and adjusted, sometimes a little bit slowly but always enough 

to maintain its role. The existential challenges are of a more political and constitutional nature. 

Can Britain ever be a Republic? 

Many years ago, when I was a student at the LSE, I was introduced to Tony Benn, the highly popular 

and highly articulate totem pole of the British left. At a young age Benn nearly created a 

constitutional crisis all on his own. He inherited from his father the title of Viscount Stansgate, with a 

guaranteed seat in the House of Lords. Benn however wanted to be a member of parliament elected 



 

 

by the people, and he wanted to renounce the title and become a common person. In the end he 

won his case, and there was a change in the law in 1963 which for the first time enabled people who 

inherited a title to renounce it. Benn did so within minutes of the law coming into effect. He 

remained for many, many, years a  member of parliament, and was considered one of the best 

orators in the House of Commons. He also served as a Minister in the Labour governments of the 

1960s and 1970s.  

Tony Benn used to tell me that I wanted to have a long chat with him I have to go to his home early 

in the morning. He lived in Notting Hill Gate– the door of his house was distinct because it was 

painted red. So on many occasions I woke up in the early hours to arrive at Benn’s house at about 

6.30 am, and to talk about politics over a large cup of coffee.  

On one of these visits he told me that he had just prepared a draft Bill to declare Britain a republic 

and was going to present it to the House of Commons. I was astonished. I respected the Monarchy 

and felt that it was good for Britain and I was particularly fond of the House of Windsor (the current 

British Royal family), so I told him I disagreed with him. Benn explained to me that he also had a lot 

of personal respect for the Queen, and to use his words, he “didn’t mind who lived in Buckingham 

Place”. His argument was that he was against the hereditary system, and also felt that power should 

derive from the people and not from the Sovereign, as a monarchy implies.  

I went back to my student digs wondering if there would ever be enough people in Britain who would 

support Benn’s draft law. 

Many think that republicanism in Britain is peripheral – the stuff of student union debates and 

eccentric left wingers. Certainly all the major political parties in the UK are ardent supporters of the 

monarchy. The Queen is said to have had a better relationship with some Labour prime ministers 

than with some Conservative ones. Certainly the relationship with Harold Wilson – probably the most 

left wing prime minister Britain has ever had, was very warm and friendly, but the republican 

movement is deep rooted. It has been waiting for its moment, and it was always said that that 

moment would not come whilst Elizabeth II sits on the throne. Well if that is the case, than that 

moment has come. But to think that a republican urge would suddenly grip the British is not real. The 

last days have shown quite the opposite. But there is a risk that the monarchy will become collateral 

damage in case in Britain there is serious political and social upheaval, caused by war, ethnic conflict, 

social turmoil, or simply sheer populism,  that would undermine the present political and 

constitutional order to the point that it may bring its collapse 

Navigating the political and constitutional challenges ahead will be King Charles’s biggest task. The 

King is socially aware. He has cultivated strong links with the ethnic minorities, the diverse religious 

communities, and with the under privileged. His charitable work through the Prince’s Trust was 

aimed at these constituencies, and often got him in touch with them, and this will serve him well in 

the future. 

First challenge ahead is the future of the Union itself. Great Britain was unified into one Kingdom of 

England and Scotland when the same person inherited the two thrones. However the quest for 

independence lingered in Scotland and in our times has become a mass movement, winning 48% of 

the vote in a referendum a decade ago. Popular support for independence appears to be on the 

increase, although the politically astute leadership of the Scottish National Party, has declared that if 

Scotland becomes independent, it will retain the monarchy, in the same way that Canada and 

Australia and other countries do. But the shock of the dissolution of the Union will have 

unpredictable consequences, and will constitute a serious challenge to the monarchy. 



 

 

Populism may also metamorphosise into something ugly. So far its biggest achievement was Brexit, 

but now that Brexit “has been done” it is searching for other causes. A look at some of the 

trajectories in other G7 countries may give us an idea of where it can go. Those kind of challenges 

can also question the foundations on which the monarchy is based. 

In these scenarios the monarchy will be affected. But it will not be a passive watcher. The British 

Monarchy has been successful in unifying the country on many occasions when things looked bad, 

for example during the 2nd World War. It still has that capacity and potential, which is why a 

Republican Britain may be a distant possibility, but a very unlikely one. 

Dr Dennis Sammut is a historian and Director of LINKS Europe based in the Hague in the 

Netherlands. 
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