LORD ACTON’S MORALITY: THEORY & PRACTICE'®
by ’
Dr, JAMES J. AUCHMUTY

¢

To the modern recrudesence of interest in the life and works
of Sir John Emerich Dalberg, first Lord Acton I have but slight,
though in my opinion important, contribution to make, It has
‘been said that his projected Histoy of Liberty on which he
spent a life time of research and for which he left so many
thousands of notes, is the preatest book that ever was written;
and it is no mere coincidence that no succesaful biography of
this character so extraordinary on the English historical scene
has ever been attempted. That has not prevented many modern
historiographers from finding support for their theories by sei-
zing on isolated statements and disjointed phrases in his wri-
tings. But the time must come when a serious attempt is made to
produce a definitive estimate of Aecton's life, influence and his-
torical thought, and for that reason I have chosen to concern
myself with one small aspect of his life and activities for the
examination of which I had special opportunities.

The customary accqunts of Acton's life and work devote
but a few lines to his early political career as a member of par-
lizment for the Irish horough of Carlow between 1859 and 1865
and to his subsequent election, only to be unseated for bribery,
for the English horough of Bridgnorth in 1865. Even Archbisho_p

(1). A PAPER READ TO THE IXth. INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS
OF HISTORICAL SCIENCES
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Mathew's volume ACTON: THE FORMATIVE YEARS, (2) the
first in a projected full length biography, makes but the barest
reference to the parliamentary career though a diffuse chapter
of some nine pages has for its title ¢The House of Commonss, (3)
It has always seemed to mea manmust be judged by
his actions as well as by thoughts and while Dr. Mathew is
suberb etcher in of background the succesful hiographer of Ac-
ton will have to concern himself not only with writings and envi-
ronment but with the evolving pratical character of the man
himself in so far as it can be caught at this late stage. Porfessor
Butterfield in bis Historical Association pamphlet LORD AC-
TON (4) emphasis the point that Acton’s Iater historical work
seems to have been affected hy some emotional failure in his per-
sonal life and his private papers give us a glimpse of & profound
- unhappiness. Professor Butterfield also stresses, with so many
others icluding especially Dr. Mathew, (5) the profound influence
exercies by DBurke on Acton’s political thinking while at the
same showing how this influence developed and altered during
Acton's career. As against this the American historian Dr. Ger-
trude Himmelfarb contends that the influence of Burke on Acton
has heen much over estimated. However it is important from my
point of view that she does admit that in his very early years
Acton was a faithful disciple of the Anglo-Irish political thinker
and che shows that during the period when Acton edited the
RAMBLER, 1859-1862, he did hold a . philosophy consciously
indebied to Burke, Supnporting a moderate and well ordered li-
herty he exalted the constitution and the law above reason and
deplored the « abstract, ideal absolutism of the modern tem-
per. » 6 That his private papers record judgements of Burke

(2). David Mathew — ACTON : THE FORMATIVE YEARS. LON-
LON : 1946.

(3). [Ibid. pp, 181 - 140.

(4). H. Butterficld — LORD ACTON, Historical Association Pamphlet
@. 9, London : 1948.

(5). Mathew op. cit. p. 5. « Edmund Burke was the one teacher Acton
came {0 early and nsver feft ».

(6). Gertrude Himmelfarb — THE AMERICAN RBEVOLUTION IN
THE POLITICAL THEORY OF LORD ACTON. In tuc Journol of Modern

History, Vol. XXI, pp. 298-318, Chicago 19}5,
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whick conflict with his public statements, and that in the last
twenty five years of hislife he increasingly hardened against
Burke’s policy of balance and compromise present problems still
to De delt with.

For my part I am concerned in this paper with two things.
In the first place it is uniformir accepted that the early Acton
was a disciple of Burle and that that discipleship had heen stres-
ged rather than undermined by the continental stay as a pupil of
Dollinger. In the second place all judgements on Acton stress not
muerely his historical but his moral influence, In the DICTIONA-
RY OF NATIONAL BIOGRAPHY he is described as « Hictorian
and Moralist »; 7 Herman Finer in a2 high-sounding but unhalan-
ced introduction to Misz Himmelfarb's exeellent edition of Ac-
ton’s Besays 8 asks ire rhotorical question : «To what is the pe-
rennial appeal of Aclou duc 7 » and answers : ¢ Above all to
Acton’s moral intergrity. » 9 ife asserts that, pre-cminently, Ac-
ton was o man of conscience, and quotes with approval Acton’s
own assertion that ¢ the inflexible intergrity of the moral code
is... the secret of the authority, the dignity, the utility of Histo-
ry. » Professor Finer’s preface re-echoes the commonly held
opinions and is but distantiy relatcd to the sholarly introduction
in which Miss Hinivnelfaib shows how unsystematic and contradic
tory are the different strands in Acton’s thought and how esszn-
tial it is for some one to apply bimnself to the comscious effort of
disenlangling.

{7). Article by Acton's pupil J.N. Figgis, editor of his collected
works.

(8). Acton — ESSAYS ON FREEDOM AND POWER, selected with
on introduction by Gertrude Himmelfarb, Boston, 1948.

(9), Ibid p.p. VI — XII,
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The disentangling must we think be attempted not only in
the field of Acton’s thought but algo in that of his practical life.
No man set out a higher ideal than did Burke regerdirg the caties
of a representative elected to parliament. « It ought to be the bap-
piness and glory of a representative to live in the strietest uncn,
the closest correspondance and the most unreseried communica-

tion with his constituents 10 ...... But his unhziss2d opinian, his
mature judgement, his enlightered conscience, ke ought not to
sacrifice to you, to any man, or any =2t of men b iy » 1L Th:
famous adresses to the electors of Bristol canrot have beern wr-
known to the historien who asserfed a permancnt moizt Ltan-
dard and refused fo make allowence for the climatc of pbuc o
pinion in any given ers.

Accordingly when Acton was elected to parlizinint n» Py
where his duty lay, he was proud of his new positicn in socicty,
12 he held a sufficient knowledge at least of internatiosa) = 7 o
and of the problems of his co-religionists to cut scme It oo
the House. Yet all the commentators, friendiy and vririontt o
like, agree that es a politician he was a complete failurz. Lat 5
wos much more than a failure. Failure betoltens 1meapact,), .

no one questions Acton’s abilities had he used them. Bal ue - wor
even tried to he a success, and it is this lack of all feckng oo 1e--
ponsibility to his constituents, this scifistt appreciatioa ©r - oco2-
bership of the House of Ciynens asa stes infho cocal twea o
which makes us feel that Acton’s polilical earco» nas 1o, - 7o
sufficiently closely examind wor . »-oer o 00 Laia

ciently condemned. -

The exact circumstances of Acton’s election for the bosoagit
of Carlow I have arcady described in detail in a paper punlished

(10 THER SPEECHES OF THE RT. ITON. ELSIUND EURRF. ¢vd by
J. Burke, 1865 ed. Dublin p. 1E9

(1) Ivid p. 150.

(12). Mathew — op, cil. p. 146, Leticr of Eurl Granville to Lord (aii-
ning.
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in the English Historical Review. 13 Here it is only necessary to
recapitulate the main facts, Although only 25 at the time of his
election in 1859 Acton had already been looking round for a seat
in the House of Commons during the previous four years, and des-
pite his own confession that he could not wholeheartedly support
either of the dominant British parties approaches had been made
to several cone...uencies. The Borowigh of Carlow for iis part was
equally on the look out for a liberal candidate and only came to
terms with the representatives of Sir John Acton after other
starters had been found wanting -— usually in a financial sense.
Sir Jehn was nominated without a programme, issued no elec-
tion address and was elected sight unseen, defeating the sitting
mcmber, a prominent local landlord but a conservative, in the
process. A month later the new member paid his one and only
vigit to the constituency which had honoured him with its con-
fidence and addressed his principal supporters at a victory han-
quet without comnmitting himself to a detailed party programme.

If men truly value lightly what has heen obtained with case
Acton cerlainly put a low value on his rejpresentation cf the
bargesses of Carlow. In a fwither paper 14 I have analysed care-
fully his contributions to the work of the House of Commons and
his activities on behelf of his electors during his parliamentary
carcer 1859-1865, and if his election was undeserved even his
principal Carlow supporter, the Rev. James Maher P.P. was a-
ware of the fact by the time the next election day arrived. When
one considers the riots and destruction which marked the origi- -
nal contest, the blood which flowed in the aftermath, and the pas-
sions which were aroused Acton remained strangely impervious
to it ali, and for ail the thanks the people of:Carlow obtained they
might as well bave elected a stranger from Stockholm as the local |
paper put it.

(13). James J. Auchmuty — ACTON’s ELECTION AS AN IRISH
MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT, B.H.R. Sept, 1946 pp. 394~ 405.

(14). Jumes J. Auchmuly — ACTON N THE HOUSE OF (QO0Oi-
MONGS. Bullctin of the Facwlty of Arts, Alezandria University. Vol. V. 1949

pp- 31"’60
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In six years Acton esied two questions and answered one,
made no speeches, was a very unsatisfactory attender at debates,
even in those few but important division lists which are recorded
his name only appears in 27 out of 48, that is on just over half
the major occasions; and what is more serious he made no cfiort
to keep in contact with his constituency. Not only did he never
visit it, be practically never subscribed to local charities and he
was most inhospilable, at any rate by Irish standards, to any
Carlow callers in London. Worse still in political matters in
wiich his constituents were interested he was pot relisbie and
he sat so much on the fenee that in at least on case he voted on -
opposite sides in sucessive divigions and then absented himself
from the key vote. Even in the private work of the House he was
o Fzilure. Appointed to three parliamentary committees at none
was he a2 more than adequate attender and in none does he appear
to have exericed a really effective influence.

Relig\iously also he was a disappointment to Irish Roman
Catholics. Catholie emanecipation though carried by the Tories
had been traditionally a Whig measure ; yet these same Whigs
were the clamorous heirs of lLite Glorious Revolution and the e¢s-
tablishers of the protestant succession. At all times minority
groups had been attracted to tbeir banner but the conscientious
Roman Catholie, at a time when religious questions still aroused
persistent excitement, had grave difficulties in giving full alle-
gianece to either party. It was the Whigs under Lord John Russel
who had been responsible for the Ecclesiastieal Titles Bill of
1850, denying to Roman Catholic prelates territorial titles ; but
the conservative opposition were in Ireland allied with the ex-
treme Orange and protestant interest. Acton’'s representation of
Carlow came at the time of the Franco-Austrian war when Pius
IX was cstablishing himgelf at the principal and forceful cnemy
of Italian unity and nationality, and when an Irish Brigade went
out to defend the Papal city against the demoecratic national will
of thee Italian people. Acton had no love for the temporal power
of the papacy. Announced to speak in Dublin in its support he
failed to trun up;expected to criticice in parliament known govern-
ment sympathy with Italian unity he remained silent. When
Burke differed from the electors of Bristol he broadcast his de-
fence to the world; when the time came for re-election he faced
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the voters with courage; proudly stated his cace. defended his nc-
tions and laid himself at their mercy. The Carlow peoplc assai-
led Acton not on points of principale but as stepson of the Lord
President of the Council, Earl Granville, as seduced by the gla-
1cd Acton not on points of principle but as stepzon of the Lord
John Ruassell. A brave man would have spoken cut ; a cunning
politician would bave befozged the icsue. Acten did neither —
he ran away! When the cizsolvtion of nailinmrnt came in 1865
he uttered no ivord of thanks {c his constitii-its. made no'last”
minute promise of amend-ment and repentarer ; be left them
as if he hed never knorran them, a3z i thev I'a’ v reciprocal du-
ties onc lothe othrz, Thi- 4op2 4lat o Fra- 5 ptadr comsti-
taency, hig mvn family tyvp of Bridpiorth. Y-t oaly ot a late deta,
and tren, after elccion, b2 had 2hs mortificatie 1 of being uuzeo-

ted for heerr om the pope o2 o e apnae @ - - dhpneh ewithe
out koowlsd, - ar corgs o of the =72 Gix Tohpr ¥ T Acton or bis
agentss, FTooah G e vmae gt Sin (12ia ror 1iled to mor2

than those of kot o hi- or pme fe corbined YL unforfunately
it has nct been posaible to tro~~ the expenses of the Carlow elec-
tion. In 1853 he wasg tais<4 to the pecrage on the recommenda-
tion of his fricrd Glalson. 227 Droreafter bad ne further opnor-
tunity of experieneing the exhonsive luxury ef election or de-
feat.

If in parliament 8cicn had feit himself oot of touch with
bis constituents ‘we reiterate that therc was ro reason why he
could not have established a position of his own representing
perhaps his co-religionists of the Roman Catholic faith, or an in-
ternational point of view the result of his cosmopolitan back-
ground. During his years in tha Fouse as editor or contributor
to the RAMBLER and the HOME AND FOREIGN REVIEW he
wrote some 475 pages cf articles and 77 pages of current e-
vents, the latter entirely ard the former to a considerahle ex-
tent concerned with the subjoct of foreign affairs. 15 Yet in the
House of Commons he never intervened in a Foreign Affairs de-
bate and the interests of his co-religionists he left in the hands
of Lord E. Howard aud Sir George Bowyer, while those of the

(16) P.E. Lally — AS LORD ACTON SAYS, Newport U.S.A. 1942, p, 50
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burgesses of Carlow were takien carc o” by the cvvv, ;oo 1
who also supported those local! charities, regattus, -potz mot-
tings and the like which Acton refused o jat- oo

It is not our claim tliaf rembois oonn ' AL T
Acton could not be found, His Carlow predeccssy:, Aluna s L
never addressed the House of Commons but be b d Fen 000 -

touch with his constituents. What wc do asscrt. isib v E1. o o
dard of performance was a long way below the ey oo
He entered the House with every oppoiremty fo- k-l oo -
through his stop father in eloge vurb s by

ties, by religion member of a group ‘5. e-nsic 0 L7 -
society, with personal snd metal gifbt: of the o0 L aed ~ ;) <
seemg to have lacked some inner cenoulgion w oo ;- oot

duties in co-operation with his fellow citizens. Ventalic h I
ways felt himsell out of touch with bis ag- : by 'nFig rom
morality was timeless. His lack of resnoimiiabn 7 ¢ 235 -
constituents, or o his co-rehgmm-:ts 7 10 thu_ L RER LR B
belokens some mizsing siraond in Xi- oer e 0
a2shamed cf the methods of his electiun .’..lu PR A TR IR
might have resigned ; if he felt himszelf unsuii-« W e &
day contacts of the hcuse of Comary .5 v 0
nourable means of escape ; but woorr ool

honour, achieve responsibility, and expevience no recipeem»’ 0
gations.

T

Every time one examines Ae'c 4 wase
acli. ilics v any buman being biz owi g eon2l oo om0y
be kept in mind. We know that ia sorue veepecis o -5 = 7o
worker and as wcll, ag a riviewer, 2 Roag g Ji e w
vrere gituations im which he vwished for o o v -0 o
den and heat of the day. He was an--h;’riuu.o RTINS WO AP
then and later,but he refisscd the heae oo er 0l oo 0 20
he was desirous of composing a great vork bui he fo= rf*c"‘ Gl
critisicism which be ignored in politicn) fife. Tt i= gor ~ond =7,
that any discr~~ion of Acton’s politcal ynorality ta.=t bo "ie
grounded in the examinstion of his cwn polilical! experi-roz.

L+

Jares J. Auchmuty.
Member of the Reyal Iriik Aecedoiny.
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