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To the modern recrudesence of interest in the Life and worlrs
of Sir John Eoerich Dalberg, first Lord Acton I have but slight,
though in my opinion important, contribution .t makeم Tt bas
been said that his projected Histo of Liberty on whicu he
spent a Life time of research and for wlich he left so many
thousands of notes, is the greatest book that ever was written;
and it is no mere coincidence that no sueeesAful biograpLy of
this charecter so ertraordinary on the Englisl historical scene
has ever been attempted. That has not prevented many modern
historiographers from finding support for their theories by sei­

-ing on isolated statements and disjointed phrses in his wriة 
tings. But the time must come when a serious attempt is made to
produce a definitive estimate of Aeton's life, influence and his­
toricAl thought, and for that reason I have chosen t eoncemnم
myself rith one small aspeet of his life and activities for tiIe
examination of which I had special opportunities.

Tue customary accRunts of Acton's life and workr devote
but a fewv lines to his early political career as a member of par­
liament for the Irish borough of Carlow between 1859 and 1865
and t hisم subsequent election, only to be unseated for bribery,
for the Englieh borougb of Bridgnortb in 1865. Even Arcbbishop

(1)٠ A PAPER READ T0 THE IXt. 1NTERNATIONAL CONGEES8
OF BI8TORICAL 8CIENOES
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Methew's volume ACTON: THE FORMATIVE YEARS, (8) the
firat in a projected full length biograpby, makes but the barest
reference to the parlianentAry career thougb a diffue chapter
of some nine pages has for its title «The House of Commons». (3)
It has always seemed to mea man must be judged by
his actions as well as by thoughts and whie 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
hiself in so far as it can be caught at this late stage. Porfessor
Butterfield in bis Historical Association pamphlet LORD AC­
TON () emphasis the point that Actn's later historical work

-eem6 to Lave been affected by sore emotional failure in his perع 
sonal life and his private pApers give us a glimpse of a profound
unhappiness. Professor Butterfield aLso streases, with so many
others icluding especialy Dr. Mathew, (5) the profound influence
exercies by Burke on Acton's political thinking whie at the
6ame 8howing how this influence developed and altered during
Acton's career. As against this the American historian Dr. Ger­
trude Himmelfarb contends that the iصfluence of Burke on Acton
has heen much over esاimated. However it i important from my
point of view that Bhe does admit that in bis very early yeArs
Acton was a faithful disciple of the Anglo-Irish political thinker
and che showE that during the periad when Acton edited the
RAMBLER, 1859-1802, he did hold a. plilosophy consciously
indebted to Burke. Suppocting a modcrate and well ordere li­
herty he exalted the constittion and the law above reason and
deplored the « abstract, ideal absolutism of the moder tem­
per. » 6 That his privaعt papers record judgements of Burke

(2). David Mathew - ACTON :THE FORMATIVE YEARS. LON­
DO : 1966.

(3). rbid. pp. 131- 140.

(4). H Butterficld - LORD AOTON, Historica A8sociation Pamphlet
G. 9, London : 1968.

(5), Mathew op. ctt. p. 5. « Edmund Buke as ت the one teachE, Actom
came to early and nBuer left »,

(6). Gertrude Himmelfarb - THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION IN
2THE POLrICAL THEOEY OF LORD ACTON. ٢٩ tnuc Journa} 0f Aouern
History, Vol. KRr, pM، 293-31E, CHieago 1965.
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which conflict with bis public statements, and that i tbc last
twenty five years of his life he ircreasingly hardened againet
Burkes policy of balance and compromise present problemA still
to be delt mith.

For my part I am conccrned in this paper with two thing8.
Iu the first place it is uniformiyr accpted that the early Acton
was a disciple of Burlre and that that discipleship bad heen stres­
sed rather than underined by the continental stay as a pupil of
Dollinger. In the second place all jتv dgements on Acton stress not
-erely his historical but bis mnorl inluence. In the DICTIONA­
RY OF NATIONAL BIOGRAPHY he is described as « HiEtorian
and Toralist »; T Herman Fier in A high-sounding but urhalan­
ced introduction to Miss Himmelfarb's exeellent edition of Ac­
ton's LEsay 8 aslrs tre rl:toical question : «±o whet is tie pe­
emnial appeal oF Acton dua ?» and ansvers : « 2boe il to
Actoa's moral intEYgTity. : 9 :Fe asserts that, pre-ominently, Ac­
ton ws a man of eonscience, and quotes with approvaI Actn's
on assertion that e the inflerible intergrity of the moral code
is... the secret of tle authority, tho dignity, ti1e utiliبyt of Histم٠ 
ry. Professor د Finer's prefece re-echoes the commonly held
opinionG and is but Distantly relatcd to the vholerly irtroductioa
in whicl Miss HIinineifab €hows hos unsystematic and contradie
tory are the different strAnيd in Acton's thought and bow essn­
tial it is for some one to apply Dinself to the conscious efrort of
diBentangling.

{7). Article by Acton's pupil JN. Figgis, editor o4 hIs collectcd
ork8.

(8). Acton ESSAY8 0N FRBEDOM AND POWMR, selected uitn
a٨ ntrodction by Gertrude Tinmelfarb. B0ston, 1948.

(٥)٠ ntd p.p. VII - ٦IH,
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'The disentangLing must we thiuk be attempted not only i
the field of Acton's thought but also i tbat of his practical Hife.
No man set out a higher ideal than did Burke regerdirg the dutieo
of a representAtive elected .t parliamentم « It ought to be thc Ep­
pness and glory of a representative to live in the strictest unicn,
the closest correspondAnce and the most unreser:d communiea-

tion wit his constituents 10 B3ut his uhaissad opiir, li5
mAture judgement, bis enlightened conscience, He ought rot to
sacrifice to you, tمo any man, or any sat of mn ii-ir1»لإ. ± Ti  د
famous adresses to the electors of Bristol canrot have been u":-

, knomn to the historian who assertcd a pemmAncnT 1Giai utan­
dمrd and refused to make allowance for the cliatc of p-5z 0
pinion in any given eme.

Accordingly when Acton was elected to parliinvnt n !'-,
where his duty lay, he was proud of his new positicn in socilty,
12 he held a sufficient knomledge at least af intsrratiuna! :7، " ء
and of the problems of bis co-religionist9 to cut scnLe ,.i ذ  ءمن دء
thc House. Yet all the commentators, friendy and tntiiviiii4;' :  ء
Like, agree that As a politician he was a completE failur:. i10ءم 
wدs much more than a failure. Failure betolcens i±uapac ,' رء :-

no one questions Acton's abilities had he used thern. Bui  ،اا مت,
even tried to he a success, and it is is ا lacir of all fecliig -- غب نالا
ponsibility to bis constituents, this sنu Lغ il a1reن i t7o5 ذ G4 ٤2-
bership of the House of Cmnons as a stea in 't £c:nl i  نا د
whieh mnakcs us feel that Acton's poii:ica! care3 iS6 ٠٠-. ء.'١:٦9
suficiently closely cxanin tn i4. ٦١-
ciently condemned. -

 :ا٠٠4١٠١

The exact circumstances of Acton's election for the boiougiI
of Carlow I have aready described in detail in a paper pت blished

(10) THE SPEE0HES 0F TmE IT. IIO8. FL٦1UD ITRHT. ٢a ٧١
J. Brke, 1865 ed. DubiiM m. 1E9

(1) Ibid . .م150
(12). Mathew op. Git. M. 14G, Lettc» of Lard GrawEile to Loru Cun-

hkg.
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in the English Historical ReoiEwe. 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 mound for a eeat
in the Fouse 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 appmoache Had been made
t several cone.:auencies. The Borough of Carlow for iis part was
equaly on the look out for a Liberal candidate and only came  tم
terms with the representatives of Sir John Acton after other
starters had been found wanting- usualy in a financial sense.
Sir Jahn was nominatcd without a programme, issued no elee­
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
isit to the constitency rlich lad honourcd him with its con­
fidence and addressed his principel supprters at a victory ban­
quet without commnitting himself a ما detailed party programme.

If men truly value ligltly what has been obtained with ease
Acton ceruainly put a low value on his reyYesentation of the
batrgexses of Car!ow. In a funther {8per 14 I have analysed care­
fully bis contributions to the work of the House of Commons and
his activities on behalf of his electors during bis parliamentary
career 1859-1865, and if his election was undeserved even bis
principal Carlow supporter, the Rev. James Maher P.P. was a­
ware of the fact by tle time the next election day arrived. When
one considers the riots and dcsLruction which marked the origi­
nal contest, the blood which flowed in the aftematl, and the pas­
sions whiطc were aroused Acton remained strangely impervious
to it al, and for all the thanls the people of،Carlow obtained they
mnight as wel bave elected a stmanger from StockhoLm as the locAl.
paper put it.

(13). Jamc5 J. Auchmnuty ACTON' BLBCTION A8 AN IRISI
M1EMBER OF PARLIAENT, B.B.R. Sept. 1946 pp. 398- 805.

(14). Jumes J. Auchmuty -- ACTON IN TBE AOUSE OF C0لذ .
MON8. Buetin of the Faculty oإ Arts, Alezandria Uaioersity. Vol. Y. 19}9
pp. 31-46٠
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Ln six years Acton asked tvo questions and answered one,
made no speechcs, was a very uصsatisfactory attender at debates,
even in those fem but important division lists which Are recorded
his name only appears in 27 out of 48, that is on just over Lalf
the mAjor occasions; and what is more serious be mAde no cffort
to keep in contact with his constituency. Not only idه he never
visit it, be practically never subscribed to local charities and he
was n ostت inhospitable, at any rAte by Irish standards, to any
Carlow callers in London. Worse still in political natter in
which his constituents were iuterested he wvas uot reliable and
He sAt so much on the fenee that in at least on case he voted on ،
oppositE sides in sucessive divisions and then absented linselF
from the key vote. Even in the private work of the House he was
a failure. Appointed to three parliamentary committees at none
was he a more than adeguate attender and in none docs he appear
t laveم exericed a really effective influence.

Religiously also he was a disappointment to Irish Roman
Catholics. Catholie emaneipation though carried by the Toriea
had been traditionally a Whig measure ; yet these same Whgs
were the clamorous heirs of e لi ا Glorious Revolution and the cs­
{ablishers of the protestant succession. At all times minority
gToups had been attracted to tbeir banner btt the conscientious
Roman Catholie, at a time when religious questions still aroused
persistent excitement, had grave difficulties in giving ful alle­
giance to either party. It was the Whigs under Lord John Russel
who had been responsible for the Ecclesiatieal Titles Bil of
1850, denying to Roman Catholic prelates territorial tites ; but
the conservative opposition were in Ireland allied rith the ex­
treme Orange and protestant interest. Acton's reprcsentation of
Carlow came at the time of the Franco-Austrian war when Pius
I was establishing himself at the princial and forceful cnemy
of Italian unity and nationality, and when an Irish Brigade went
out to defend the Papal city against the democratic national will
of thee Italian people. Acton had no love for the temporal power
of the papacy. Aصnounced to speAkr in Dublin in its support he
failed to trun up;expected to criticice in parliament known govemn­
ment symnpathy wih Italian unity he remained silent., WHen
Burkre differed from the electors of Bristol he broadcast his de­
fence to the World; when the time came for r-election he faced
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the voters with courage; proudly stated his cac. efendcd his nc­
tions and laid himself at their mercy. The Car!ow peoplc assai­
led Acton not on pointa of principale but as stepson of tle Lord
Presidert of the Council, Barl Granville, as seduced by the gla­
lcd Acton not on points of principle bat as stcp%on of the Lord
Joha Russell. A brave man would bave spoken cut; a cunning
politician rould Lave befogged tHc issuc. Actn di neitHcr
he ran amzy! When tho ciErolution cf nN:liamrat came in 1865
he wttered no #ord o£ tar's to his constiti1ن: .t5 madle nDlast­
minutte pLomise of amendrmmc1; ar ±>Y%r:t3٣0 ; he 1eft them
aو iتعf he had 2erCr !rora th?3. i2 thcy Ia 25 r£ciprocal du­
ties o?5 the ما otH-5. It:- {٤5 41٩٦٥٠٤-٦-٦٠٠.Gtir con3ti­
tEncy, his Rmn frmily t3٦٦٦ 04 Ftidج otth. ٩9٠٤ 0٠٦1٧ 8ta late rste,
anc then, ftor ج eicc'io, h2 he H٦ r25:ific٩!i,0٦ -f Heirg Uw3جت ­
tdl fo? 1٣'١١٦٥٩٦٦ t3٩١٠١٣٠٢٥٠٠٦٣٤٥٦0٩٠٠٦٦٢!٦٤٤gh «with­
out krro3l:5;- rr Corc? ٠4 ;٠oh د-345٦٢٦٠٠٦٨ 77p. ٨cton or bis
age71t4د . Ei 5٢?3٠٠٢٠٦٠٠٦٤٩٠٠٠-٦٤'-:'٤٥1-٠٥٦٥-٤٠٠٦2!٤1 to ror
tb5n tRaee of Eo%! % 5: ٥;٤5735٠٠٠;٤3v23i-8d H5 unfortunately
it has nct been poszib!c t tr3o th? expenscs af th% Carlow elec­
tion. In 1869 he wvas T%.is٠6 t5 4he peerage on he recommend­
tion of his fzicrd Gl2'a٤"٠٩ '35reNfte٣ H٦٦٨/٩ further opPor­
tunity of eperiencing tHe %v;2rsive lux!Iry ef election or de­
feat.

I£ in parliamemt 4 ctc» Rad !ei ؟ hircelf 01t 0f touch with
his copstituentE "e reiterete hat therc wa ro rcason wby he
could not have esteblisHed a position of his on representing
perhaps co-reLigionists فنط of the Roman Catholic faith, or an in­
temational point of viem the result of bis cosmnopolitan back­
ground. During bis years in th Fiouse as editor or contributor
t theم RAMBLER And the HOME AND FOREICN REVIEW He
wrote some 475 pages cf articles and 77 pages of current e­
vents, tle latter entirly erd the former to a considerable ex­
tent concerned with te suibjcct of foreign afairs. 15 Yet in the
RouEe of Coصmons be never intervened in a Foreign Affairs de­
bate and the interests of bis co-religionists he left in the bands
of Lord E. Howard and Sir George Bowvyer, while those of the

(16) NI. LuRy AS LORD ACTON SAYS, Neuport U.S.4. 1٥42. p، 50
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burgesses of Carlow weIe talen carc o? by thc :١t٠0.  /ز٠1٠٠٠ ي:
who also supported those locAl charities, regettAs, it ز> md­
tنngs and the like which Acton refused to 1at' Ai±s.

Tt is not our claim tiLat rerb:,s ٦١-5٠ ج٦0:±4

Acton could not be found. His Carlow preUiertss4د:, !v:-m4:·
never addressed the House of Comon: but Hr: h-0 ٤٠٠١٦
touch with his constituents. WHat wv do .ssurt ج is ٤h2 H1٠
dard of performance was a long may below the ٠٦5i:٩i0٠٠٠٠٦-٢­
Fe entered the House with every oppoiiunity ta; h5. ٠4٤
through his stcp father in cloي ن٤٨ i ٩٠٠٠١
ties, by religion membEr of a group i:7 i٠٠٠٤ .و5-
society, with personal and metal gif F نا ت the i4ذن . . ari.
seems to have Iacked some inner cr±:;نlsior i '! -.ج0.٠
duties in co-operation with his fellow ciiizens. Wentaliy- h ،'
meye felt himself out of touch with bis ag: : bui '٨ iiذ٦:/٠ 
morality was timeless. His lacl 0f resptnsitily ٠1'٠,- 'i
coastituents, or to his co-religionists, ٤r 1a thc n٠٠٦٢٠٤٠: 3 5٠٠٦٠
betokens some missing strand in }i٠٢٠r 4
ashamed cf the metlods oF Lis eletr !'t Ia: ٢ ء١ ان٠ ذ
maight have resigned ; if he felt himseIf unstri:' :،  مع٤.:'
day coLtacts oT tbe Hicse of tcniIr' ١٠ ن.١':
nourable meAns of escaت e ; but ١٦C;' ٥%٠٢٠٠
honour achieve responsibility, and expeYiepce no 1%ciprcr?'
gationE.

٤

 ء٠3

Everyr time cRe excmincs A¢'- +  حدمة٤::--٠٦
Act::it:& ny ذ أن ة humar being his 0wt ٤Eت Yl ',i/00
be kept in mind. We lrnow thnt ia &tHu r€:pevir i.:-

 ي٣٤٠٩

worker ad as well, as a rvievrR, a Rcnيي is j ::، ا
were situations in which he risE!:1 foR 0; :0:±:  ا

 +ة٤

den and heat of the day. Fe 7as i جانrfi٢٠ ق51 1i1٠١.٠
then and lAteR, but He retuscd k: iz ،v : أ:ء ناء
be wes desirous of composing a great 7ork bui Ha esrc ؟  أ4٤
critisicism which be igTored in olitie5) Tife. F٤ i/ ٩٥١٥,٦٣4
that any diser-:on of Acton's politcal nnoraliy :a0.0t b5 ٤٠3!٦
grounded in the examinetion 4 his cn pliticد l exr٤i-7 c.

Fares }. AwciimI!y,
2fenlbor of the Roya} Iri:? AccRcmn7٠
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