
 

The Queen is dead; Long live the King! 

By Dr Dennis Sammut 

It has been an important mantra of hereditary monarchy that the position of King or Queen is never 

vacant. The moment one dies his successor takes over. Originally this was meant to ensure that there 

is no political intrigue during the succession. Later it came to symbolise continuity. 

So when the British Monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, died on Thursday afternoon (8 September) at the 

venerable age of 96, her son and heir, Prince Charles, immediately became King. 

But the task of replacing Elizabeth II is far from being simply a constitutional convention. Despite the 

fact that she never had political power, her dedication to her job, the dignity with which she always 

performed her task, and genuine concern for her people, endeared Queen Elizabeth not only to the 

British people, but across the world, and gave her a moral authority that will be very hard to match. 

Elizabeth II replaced her father as sovereign upon his death on 6 February 1952. The world was a very 

different place. Stalin was still at the head of the Soviet Union, the Cold War was raging, the Gulf was 

still a British lake, and British society was still dominated by class distinctions that had only been 

slightly dented by the second world war. 

Elizabeth II assumed the Crown as the world was still rising from the ashes of destruction of WWII. In 

Britain the advent of the young Queen was seen as a good omen, the start of a new “Elizabethan 

age”. Few thought that age would last for seventy years. The reign of Elizabeth II can be 

characterised as a tumultuous one, with great achievements and great disappointments, not only for 

the British people, but for the whole of humanity. In every moment of history Queen Elizabeth was 

an essential feature, appointing fifteen British prime ministers, and meeting with most significant 

world leaders at some point or other. 

Elizabeth II was a global monarch. The fact that until the end she was the head of state not only in 

the United Kingdom, but also in fourteen other countries across the world, including Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and several Caribbean Island states, as well as her role as head of the 

Commonwealth, a grouping of 56 nations across the world, gave her a unique global visibility. During 

her reign the British Monarchy became a more identifiable brand than the British state itself. 

An astonishing sense of duty 

A feature that is always mentioned when looking at the reign of Elizabeth II is her enormous sense of 

duty. This made her take her role very seriously. Politicians and officials who had to deal with her 

were always somewhat intimidated because she always seemed so well prepared. All her actions and 

all her utterances were always perfectly executed and measured. Pure protocol, one may argue, but 

a close look shows that it was much more than that. She felt a huge sense of responsibility and 

showed this in the execution of her duties. 

A caring Queen 

People who watched Elizabeth II perform her duties could have come to the conclusion that she was 

out of touch with reality. But this was not the case. She was always extremely well informed, and she 

made it her business to be. In the tempestuous years of the Thatcher government, when the mining 

villages of northern England were experiencing social and economic collapse, and when social 

tensions were rocking British society as a result of the Poll Tax, the Queen ordered her Lord 

Lieutenants, her personal representatives in the regions of England, to send her directly reports of 

the ongoing situation. The government understood that the Queen was displeased. Throughout the 



 

reign of Elizabeth II, Britain became a multi ethnic country with the advent of migrants from across 

the Commonwealth. It is striking how people of national minorities in Britain warmed up to the 

Queen, regardless of how they felt about British politics generally. 

She took the Commonwealth very seriously 

Elizabeth II came to the throne as the British Empire started to crumble. India and Pakistan had 

already gone, being given independence in 1947. Elizabeth II was the first British monarch since 

Queen Victoria not to be crowned Empress of India. The Commonwealth emerged as a much looser 

structure of former British colonies and possessions who shared a common history. The fact that it 

has survived many tests in the last seventy years was in no small way due to the dedication of 

Elizabeth II as its head. She would attend the summit of leaders and prime ministers every two or 

three years, and systematically meet all the individual leaders in a one to one encounters, with 

always a word of wise advice and encouragement. She travelled extensively across the 

Commonwealth throughout her reign. 

The Queen forged a special relationship with the Gulf Monarchies 

There are not so many monarchies left in the world. One cluster is in Northern Europe – the 

Scandinavian countries and the Benelux. Their royal families are often related to the British 

monarchy, mainly through the successors of Queen Victoria. The second cluster of hereditary 

monarchies is in the Gulf, where the six GCC countries have strong historical links with Britain, and 

even more so with the British Monarchy. Because of her longevity, and her long time on the throne, 

Elizabeth II became the symbol of monarchy across the world. In the GCC countries, which she visited 

several times during her reign, there was always a specially reserved welcome, and Gulf leaders in 

turn visited Buckingham Palace often during Elizabeth’s reign. 

Defender of the faith 

One duty that Elizabeth II took very seriously was that of Head of the Anglican Church, which brought 

with it the title of “Defender of the Faith”. Elizabeth took her religious duty seriously, and was 

disturbed when several of her children divorced and re-married. In the end she moved with the times 

and acquiesced, but not very happily. 

The private persona of an institution. 

Elizabeth II was not simply a person. She was an institution in her own right. We know very little of 

her as a private person, and this mainly from the time before she became Queen at the age of 26 – 

there are many pictures of a happy Princess Elizabeth working as an ambulance driver during the 2nd 

World War, courting Prince Philip who she was soon to marry, and then for a short time living the 

normal life of a wife of a naval officer in Malta. This is as close as we get to seeing Elizabeth as a 

normal person, when she and Philip, would on every Saturday evening make it to the only Hotel on 

the Island to enjoy an evening dance, with other young officers and their consorts. After that it was 

only through the occasional picture or film footage that we ever so the private persona of Elizabeth – 

a warm person with a sense of humour, as well as sense of duty. 

Long Live the King 

King Charles has been preparing for the time when he would replace his mother for many years. It is 

an orderly transition in a country with a strong sense of tradition. There is no doubt he will perform 

his duties with an equal sense of dedication and care as his mother did. But the aura of Elizabeth II 

will be difficult to replace, and the moral authority that the Queen exerted will take time to build. But 



 

the legacy of Elizabeth II will give the new monarch a boost, and for the moment at least, from across 

the nation, the cry will rise, Long Live the King!. 
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