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ESSAYS ON FREEDOM AND POWER. By Jokn Emerich Edward Dalberg-
Acton, First Baron Acton. Selected, and with an Introduction by Gertrude Him-
melfarb. Preface by Herman Finer. (Boston: Beacon Press [trade ed.]; Glencoe:
Free Press [text and library ed.]. 1948. Pp. lxvi, 452. $5.00.)

Tuis new edition of Acton’s writings includes the inaugural lecture on the
study of history, the two papers on the history of freedom in antiquity and in
Christianity, the essays on the Protestant theory of persecution; nationality; politi-
cal causes of the American Revolution; the background of the French Revolution;
the Vatican Council (perhaps the most illuminating of Acton’s historical papers);
and the Acton-Creighton correspondence. Gertrude Himmelfarb introduces the
volume with a well-balanced biographical and critical analysis. A bibliography
of Acton’s writings is appended.

The experience of the last decades makes Acton’s work appear in a different
light: on balance, his contribution as a historian seems to be less significant than
the moral emphasis which characterizes his work.

Toward the end of his paper on the history of freedom in Christianity Acton
says, “In the ages of which I have spoken, the history of freedom was the history
of the thing that was not” (p. 83). He adds that only since the Declaration of
Independence or rather since the Spanish constitution of 1812 have “the only
known forms of liberty, Republics and Constitutional Monarchy . . . made their
way over the world.” Acton qualifies this statement by his solemn warning that
no form of government, no institution guarantees by itself the realization of free-
dom (pp. 31 £, 130 f.). To him, history is by no means assured progress in free-
dom, even though his idea of freedom is certainly not too ambitious or too radi-
cal. The devout Catholic, who throughout his life fought against any encroach-
ment on individual freedom by the church as well as by the secular authorities,
defines liberty primarily in terms of religious freedom and freedom of conscience.
He insists that this liberty must be “effectually secured” (p. 15). The lack of such
effectual guarantees in the ages which he discusses, and his suspicion of the ma-
terialistic content of liberty make his history of freedom little more than a survey
of certain phases and aspects of political zhought, with a strong overemphasis on
ideologies and religion, which frequently gives a distorted picture of the actual
historical conditions.

But while Acton’s historiography hardly appears as an original contribution,
his moral philosophy assumes an increasing importance.

In his preface to this edition, Herman Finer remarks that Acton’s reputation
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