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Why Did Australia Become A Nation? 

Pre-Federation 

Before 1901, Australia was six different colonies with independent laws within the British 

Empire – New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania, South Australia, and Western 

Australia. Each colony had its own governor chosen by the Queen or King of Britain. Queen 

Victoria was in charge off the British Empire with the aid of governors and premiers whom 

were elected into parliament. There was no Canberra because Australia had many colonies 

that had their own capital city. With Federation, the colonies agreed to establish a Federal 

system of government that could pass laws including immigration, foreign policy, and trade 

laws. 

Federation and Federation Star 

Federation is the unity of special groups or states (colonies) by forming a central source of 

government. The Federation star is located on the bottom left corner of the Australian Flag. 

The seven points represents the five sates and two territories in Australia. 

An Independent Australia 

Australia wanted to become an independent nation away from Britain. Increasingly 

Australians born in the late 1860s thought of Australia as their home not Britain. A sense of 

nationalism was in many young Australians. In addition, a lot a people thought of Australia 

as a federated nation. In 1888, Major-General Edwards’ studied all the Australian Defence 

Forces and found that with only a combined Defence Force could Australia be safe from the 

advancing colonial powers France, Germany and Holland. Britain would not be able to 

protect Australia from any invasion. 

Federation 

On 1 January 1901, Australia was united and officially declared a country. Over 200,000 

people gathered in Sydney to watch all six Australian colonies joined to form the 

Commonwealth of Australia. Australia had become a nation. 

 

Sir Henry Parkes (1815-1896) 

Henry Parkes was born in Warwickshire, England. He received little formal education. He 

arrived in Sydney as a poor immigrant, and worked in many different jobs. In the 1840s, he 

campaigned for an end to the transportation of convicts to New South Wales. In 1850, he 

started a newspaper that supported a greater say for the people in the government of the 

colony. Henry Parkes entered New South Wales parliament in 1855; he reformed the hospital 
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system and made the free education system. In 1856, he became a frontbencher in the James 

Martin government. Henry Parkes started his five non-consecutive terms as Premier in 1872. 

Parkes expresses interest in Federation as early as 1867. In 1891, he is chair of the Premiers’ 

convention, at which a draft constitution is written. On October 24, 1889, Henry Parkes 

addresses a group at Tenterfield calling for ‘a great nation government for all Australians’. In 

1889, Parkes became the chief advocate for Federation for the six Australian colonies. Henry 

Parkes died on 27 April 1896, four years before Federation.  

Sir Edmund Barton (1849-1920) 

Edmund Barton was the first Prime Minister of the Commonwealth of Australia. From 1891, 

he was a main figure in the Federation movement. He was a lawyer and he used his legal 

training to help write the constitution. He was knighted in 1902 and served in the High Court 

from 1903 until his death. 

 

The Federal System 

Since federation united all colonies of Australia, the colonies were renamed states (and 

territories), currently the federal government is responsible for: taxation, defense, foreign 

affairs, postal and telecommunications services. The states retained legislative authority 

regarding all other issues that occurred within the state borders, including: police, hospitals, 

education, and public transport. 
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