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Ceremony and ritual

ceremony: formal acts prescribed by 
ritual, protocol or convention.

ritual: repeated symbolic behaviour.

The ceremonial opening and closing of 
a Parliament gives visible form to 
constitutional principles.

Ritual connects the public to the 
Parliament.
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The Constitution establishes 
the dual character of 
Parliament: individual 
Parliaments are temporary, the 
institution endures.

Public renewal of the 
democratic contract is 
expressed through the electoral 
cycle, which is a recurring 
demonstration of legitimacy 
derived from the people.

Democratic legitimacy, 
continuity, renewal



The 1901 opening
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“…an event the like of which has never 
been known before and which may 
never occur again” 



The opening today



Proposals for change

• Bipartisan 
recommendations

• Support for traditional / 
ceremonial elements

• Proposals largely aimed at 
achieving efficiencies

• Not supported by 
Governments
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Welcome to Country
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Prorogation / Dissolution
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The public audience
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The opening of the Commonwealth Parliament taken from the Press Gallery at the 
Exhibition Building on 9th May 1901 / Albert Edmond Walcott.
Source: State Library Victoria.



To conclude
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• It is through the performance of their 
ceremonies and rituals that we 
understand institutions. 

• The ceremonial opening and closing of 
Parliaments give form to constitutional 
requirements, making tangible the 
‘democratic promise’ made by the 
people at Federation. 

• They convey continuity and stability in 
an increasingly fragmented society.

• The public audience for these 
ceremonies continues to grow.



Questions?
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