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Abstract

Douglas was born in London in 1828 and migrated to New South
Wales in 1851 where he represented both the Darling Downs and
Camden districts in the New South Wales parliament before
embarking on a lengthy parliamentary career in Queensland, one
that culminated in the premiership from 1877 to 1879. He was
subsequently appointed government resident for Thursday Island in
1885, a position he held until his death, nearly 20 years later, aged
76, in 1904. During this period he also served as special
commissioner for the protectorate of British New Guinea,
administering the territory prior to it being formally proclaimed a

crown colony.

Douglas’s involvement in Queensland public life was significant and
encompassed the entire period from the colony’s formation in 1859 to
the federation of the Australian colonies in 1901. In this respect, his
career allows, through a study of his long, eventful and varied life, for
this thesis to examine aspects of the development and progression of
Queensland’s political system as a nascent yet robust, representative
democracy, through most of the second half of the nineteenth
century until the colony’s incorporation in the newly formed

Commonwealth of Australia.

This thesis argues that John Douglas was an uncompromising
Liberal in an age of Liberalism, a principled politician in an era of
pragmatic factionalism and shifting political allegiances. Perhaps
because of this he was more popular with his electorate than with his

parliamentary colleagues.



Douglas’s contribution to Queensland life was in large measure
shaped by his character and the formative influences on it. This
included his aristocratic upbringing, his public school and university
education, his abiding religious faith, a profound sense of fair play,
and a desire to participate fully and selflessly in the life of the

community he lived in, despite the vicissitudes of his personal life.

As this thesis further demonstrates, an examination of Douglas’s life
affords us an insight into an energetic, accomplished, erudite, and
compassionate man. Yet while his intellectual curiosity, thirst for
knowledge and wide-ranging interests marked him as a Renaissance
man, he also had many failings, most noticeably that of extreme
obstinacy. Therefore, this thesis will analyse Douglas’s convictions
and beliefs while examining the strengths and flaws inherent in his
character. Itis because Douglas lived a life characterised by
complexity and contradiction, leavened by a mixture of
accomplishment and failure, that his life, and the times he lived in,

are worthy of examination.
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