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   "How the Queen Saved and Soothed Britain"

    In her Diamond Jubilee year, Elizabeth II deserves praise for having     been, in the words of historian John Grigg, 'a bastion of stability     in an age of social and moral flux.'

      By Andrew Roberts

Queen Elizabeth II acceded to the British throne 60 years ago this week. The Commonwealth will mark the occasion with celebrations throughout the year, but many republicans claim that the queen has made no genuine difference to the history of her country. Is that so?

The past six decades haven't been easy for the United Kingdom, and were it not for the monarchy there is no telling what social and political unrest might have dominated. To celebrate the good times properly, it's important to recall the perilous ones, and what might have happened had the queen not been, in the words of the historian John Grigg, "a bastion of stability in an age of social and moral flux."

When the queen's father, King George VI, died in February 1952, Evelyn Waugh remarked that his reign had been the most disastrous since that of King Stephen in the 12th century. Appeasement, World War II and the transfer of power in India meant that Britain had slipped from great-power status—where Churchill could meet Stalin and Roosevelt on equal terms at Tehran and Yalta—to the position of a second-division power teetering on bankruptcy. Elizabeth II's reign saw Britain further shorn of any delusions of global grandeur and forced to readjust to a new, less exalted but more honest place in the world. That this was managed without severe internal dissension was largely due to the political stability and continuity personified by the queen.

In France, the decolonization of Algeria led to bloody riots on the streets and several attempts to assassinate President Charles de Gaulle. The British were spared such traumas as the queen visibly supported the post-imperial settlement.

In 1956, Britain was humiliated in the Suez Crisis and Prime Minister Anthony Eden was forced to retire after the United States supported Egypt over her old wartime ally Britain. Decolonization in the face of Kenyan and Cypriot terrorism was deeply unpopular in Britain, but the queen's heartfelt espousal of the Commonwealth ideal helped to calm the situation and lend legitimacy to the process of hauling down the Union Jack across Africa and Asia.

The 1950s having seen the demise of empire, the 1960s witnessed its implosion back into Britain as mass immigration fundamentally and forever changed the nature of British inner cities and culture generally. Such adjustments would have been harder for Britons to make had not the queen's profound Christian faith, which does not permit concepts of racial superiority, ensured that at the apex of society was someone who openly approved of the new developments.

Queen Elizabeth II as she celebrates Accession Day in King's Lynn, England, on Monday.

This was not the case with the permissive society of the late 1960s. "Monarchs shouldn't be ahead of the times, or even abreast of them," the queen's private secretary, Sir Martin Charteris, once said. "But they must never fall behind them." Yet here she fell noticeably behind the vanguard of the new socially libertarian movements.

The queen sensed that although the high-profile proselytizers for sex, drugs and rock 'n' roll gained huge publicity, especially among the urban elite, for many of her subjects life was not made happier or more genuinely liberated by the new permissiveness. Her own private life beyond reproach, the queen found it hard to sympathize with what she saw as overindulgence in self-examination and its inevitable corollary, self-pity.

The queen does not indulge in self-analysis, and one of her enduring strengths is that she doesn't fall prey to self-doubt and fashionable angst. When a Briton in the 1970s proposed producing a film depicting the sex life of Jesus Christ, her forthright description of the idea as "revolting" was enough to end the project.

Her lack of empathy with the travails of Princess Diana—though condemned widely at the time—seems justifiable today in light of the media manipulation at which the princess excelled but which the queen despised. Yet her broadcast from Buckingham Palace the night before Diana's funeral is rightly hailed as a master class in how to bind national wounds without saying a word that one doesn't believe.

In Northern Ireland, where a vicious 30-year terrorist campaign claimed the lives of thousands of British civilians, the queen's steadfastness was an inspiration but never a provocation. Her visits to the province throughout "the Troubles" were powerful morale-boosters for a people under constant terrorist siege.

In the 1980s, it was rumored that the queen privately opposed the free-market reforms of Margaret Thatcher, but it was not true. In fact the evidence suggests that the queen fully understood how much her country owed Mrs. Thatcher in saving Britain, to whom she awarded both the Order of Merit and the Order of the Garter, the two highest honors in her personal gift.

Acting within the confines of her strictly nonpolitical role, the queen has actually made an enormous difference in her long reign—all of it to the good. And it's by no means over.

Mr. Roberts, a historian, is author most recently of "The Storm of War: A New History of the Second World War" (Harper, 2011).
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