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Lord Acton and German 
Historiography 

HUGH TULLOCH 

In his writings Lord Acton recounted the anecdote that, in 
the nineteenth century, France held dominion over the 
land, Britain over the sea, and Germany over the air. This 
commonplace observation referred to the tradition of 
French continental conquest exemplified by Louis XIV and 
Napoleon, to Britain's naval supremacy which held its vast 
global empire together, and to Germany's supremacy in the 
sphere of scientific scholarship and abstract metaphysics. It 
was in the early years of the nineteenth century that German 
scholarship acquired its unparalleled reputation for dedi-
cated and disinterested research especially in the field of 
historical science, when the Gottingen scholar would lament 
the fact that its libraries were open for only thirteen hours a 
day, and when the researcher from Bonn would gain admi-
ration and respect for dedicating thirty years of his life to 
writing the definitive work on Homer. Acton was himself 
unreserved in his praise of this national supremacy. 'The 
great growth in intellectual life is in Germany, and nearly all 
that has been done in France or in England for science is 
inspired by the Germans.' 1 

Though born in Naples in 1834 and descended from an 
ancient family of Shropshire gentry, Acton's temperament 
and intellect were shaped predominantly by a Catholic and 
German inheritance. His mother, Marie Pelline de Dalberg, 
was heiress of one of the most illustrious families of the Holy 
Roman Empire who brought as her dowry the castle of 
Herrnsheim and large hereditary estates on the Rhineland. 

' John E. E. D. Acton, Selected Writings of Lord Acton, ed. J. Rufus Fears, 3 vols. 
(Indianapolis, 1985-8), iii. 597. 
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The historian's father, Sir Richard, died prematurely in Paris 
in 1837, three years after the birth of his only son, and in 1840 
his widowed mother married Lord Leverson Gower, later the 
second Earl Granville, a leading Whig aristocrat. But his 
mother's insistence that her son should be brought up in the 
Catholic faith and her dying wish that he should marry a 
Bavarian cousin, Countess Marie von Arco-Valley, served to 
strengthen further his close links with southern Germany 
and with Catholicism. Most importantly, in 1850, having been 
refused admission to Cambridge on religious grounds, he 
gained permission from his stepfather to travel instead to 
Munich to study privately under the famous theologian and 
historian Ignaz von Dollinger, who was then at the centre of 
a revival of Catholic learning in Bavaria. Intellectually, this 
decision was to be the most formative in his life and was deci-
sively to mould his thinking thereafter. 

Lord Acton's immense contemporary prestige was owing, 
in part, to the fact that his planned magnum opus on The 
History of Freedom remained unwritten. As the years passed 
the growing silence of the historian became almost palpable, 
and encouraged the belief that the immense weight of erudi-
tion crushed Acton under an avalanche of accumulated 
knowledge and esoteric learning. But more relevantly, 
Acton's stock remained high because he had early imbibed 
German historical methodology in Munich, and introduced 
its more stringent and forensic methods into Britain. In 
acknowledgement of his unique understanding, Mandell 
Creighton, the editor of the English Historical Review, urged 
Acton to contribute his synoptic 'German Schools of 
History' to its first number in 1886. In 1890 Acton 
contributed further articles on 'Dollinger's Historical Work' 
and 'Wilhelm von Giesebrecht' to the same scholarly jour-
nal. 2 

In his 'German Schools of History' Acton discerned three 
main strands which, together, characterized the schools' 
innovative thinking. The first, pioneered by Niebuhr in his 

2 Reprinted in John E. E. D. Acton, The History of Freedom and Other Essays, ed. 
John Neville Figgis and Reginald Vere Laurence (London, 1go7). 375-435, andJohn 
E. E. D. Acton, Historical Essays and Studies, ed. John Neville Figgis and Reginald 
Vere Laurence (London, 1907), 344-g2 and 496-502. 
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study of Roman history, was the rigorous critical investiga-
tion of sources derived from both biblical and classical schol-
arship. This investigative weighing of sources was taken up 
and formalized in Ranke's famous research seminars at the 
new University of Berlin after 1825, and in the critical appa-
ratus which appeared as appendices to his historical works. 
With the opening of state archives from the 1830s onwards, 
the scientific historian's task was carefully to sift through this 
plethora of new, primary material, assessing its testimony 
and evaluating its authority and veracity. The forensic 
process had to be pursued, as Michelet put it, with all the 
désintéressement des morts, and the historian himself and his 
secondary writings had, likewise, to be cross-examined to 
establish their authenticity and objectivity. 

The second strand derived from Hegel's philosophical 
dialectic which was firmly rooted in historical evolution, and 
whose impact was acknowledged by Acton in a letter written 
to his close friend and fellow Catholic Richard Simpson in 
1864. 'His philosophy is, in many shapes, the subtlest pervad-
ing influence of the present day' and 'the greatest force ever 
applied to the theory of history'. Here history became the 
shaper of world destiny and of the Zeitgeist, and the scientific 
aim of the historian was to discern the underlying pattern 
and purpose of history, to charge history with meaning and 
so reveal the cunning of reason operating through time. For 
Acton Hegel, for the first time, 'displayed all history by the 
light of scientific unity, as the manifestation of a single force, 
whose works are all wise, and whose latest work is best'. Here, 
significantly, Acton stressed the conservative implications of 
the Hegelian dialectic, but his metaphysic was so notoriously 
accommodating that it could form the starting point of 
Marx's revolutionary material dialectic as well as German 
National Socialism and Acton's own historical understand-
ing. From this capacious philosophy Acton drew upon the 
Hegelian stress on historical self-consciousness and the ever-
widening growth of individual conscience as a prerequisite 
for personal freedom. As Schiller had written: 'The History of 
the world is the world's court of justice.'3 For the historical 

3 Acton, Selected Writings, iii. 647, 640. Id., Historical Essays and Studies, 360-1. 
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profession as a whole, the consequences of Hegelianism were 
both tremendous and paradoxical, for 'the restoration of 
history coincided with the euthanasia of metaphysics'. In 
Hegel's philosophy, self-knowledge and self-revelation could 
only be attained in and through history. The study of philos-
ophy was transformed into the history of philosophy; the 
study of jurisprudence, in the hands of Savigny in Germany 
or Sir Henry Sumner Maine in England, became the study of 
ancient law and oflegal development; economics became the 
material history of mankind as interpreted by Marx or by 
Buckle. In his 'German Schools' Acton wrote of 'the process 
of emancipation by which the servant of many rose to be a 
master over them, and having become a law to itself imposed 

it on others'; and in his notes, 'history went on invading 
other provinces, dissolving systems into process, and getting 
the better of philosophy'. In essence Hegel had discarded the 
eighteenth-century search for 'the discovered law' in favour 
of the nineteenth-century quest for 'the law of discovery' .4 

This transformation owed much to the third and last intel-
lectual current which characterized the German schools-
the emergence of romanticism following upon the 
humiliation suffered at the hands of Napoleon's conquering 
armies. These conquerors had carried with them and 
attempted to impose the cosmopolitan and universalist 
claims of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment enterprise. 
The French philosophes had asserted the principles of eternal 
justice, the infallible conscience, the reign of reason, and 
universal laws. They had, in the culminating event of 1789, 
abolished history and the unregenerate past entirely, and 
with it 'the system of administration, the physical divisions of 
the country, the classes of society, the corporations, the 
weights and measures, the calendar'. They and 'their follow-
ers renounced acquaintance with [history], and were ready 
to destroy its records, and to abolish its inoffensive profes-
sors' .s Together Jefferson and Sieyès had applied their desic-
cated reasoning in order to nullify the past and assert the 

4 HistmicalEssays and Studies, 344, 389. Herbert Butterfield, Man on his Past: The 
Study of the History of Histmiml Scholarship (Cambridge, 1955), 98. 

5 Acton, History of Freedom, 278. Id., Essays on Freedom and Power, ed. Gertrude 
Himmelfarb (London, 1956), 38. 
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sovereignty of the present, a process which culminated in 
the perilous denouement of the French Revolution. As a 
consequence, 'the romantic reaction which began with the 
invasion of 1794 was the revolt of outraged history', and 
'History issues from the Romantic School. Piecing together 
what the Rev[olution] snapped.' 

In place of dissecting and sceptical intellect, Fichte and 
Herder and the German romantics affirmed continuous and 
organic being and growth. They asserted the uniqueness and 
primacy of language, laws, custom, tradition, myth, habit, 
race, and a mystic, potent, yet indefinable Volksgeist. A state 
and its people could not be constructed by decree or manu-
factured like a pen or a button. Rather, like an apple or 
feather, the state, held together by tenuous but powerful 
threads, had its own natural laws of being, and that sense of 
being and of belonging was rooted, inextricably, in a shared 
past. The romantic school, with its insistence upon the 
search for roots, legitimacy, seeds, and genetic continuities, 
gave an immense fillip to historical research, not least in the 
field of the Middle Ages, the nineteenth-century rediscovery 
of which, Acton held, equalled the Renaissance's intellectual 
rediscovery of the classical world. 'This renaissance of the 
Christian Ages, this discovery of a palimpsest, this renewal of 
an interrupted continuity, is the great work of the nine-
teenth century.'6 The school emphasized, too, the weight 
the past exerted upon the present, the way in which it 
shaped and moulded. By the same token, the school's 
heightened awareness of historical perspective, its imagina-
tive recreation of past ages, led to a fuller recognition that 
the past was very different from the present and that things 
were done differently there. That is to say, the school 
contributed both to a belief in historical continuity and to 
historical relativism. 

Among the German schools Acton was most influenced, 
indirectly, by Ranke, its acknowledged leader, and directly 
by his own mentor, Dollinger, but his attitude towards both 
was ambivalent and could be critical. Ranke was 'the real 

6 Acton, Historical Essays and StudiPs, 346. Butterfield, Man on his Past, 70, 212. 
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originator of the heroic study of records', and he taught 
fellow historians 'to be critical, to be colourless, and to be 
new'. He was the first to make full use of newly opened state 
archives; his writings were concerned with statecraft, the 
delicate balance of the great powers, and an interpretation 
of history as seen through the diplomatic eyes of Venetian 
ambassadors. Even after their intellectual estrangement in 
the late 1870s, Dollinger was Acton's closest contact among 
German historians. Together they hoped for and encour-
aged a liberal revival of Catholic learning both in Bavaria 
and Britain; together they explored the Roman archives in 
1854, and Dollinger's pioneering work on Papstfabeln des 
Mittelalters (1871) encouraged Acton's own obsession with 
historical myths, forgeries, and false decretals. This joint 
fascination was to lead, finally, to Dollinger's excommuni-
cation in 1871, and take Acton himself to the very brink four 
years later. Acton admired the strict impartiality of Ranke 
and Dollinger, but came increasingly to question the non-
judgemental nature of their historical writings, from both 
an ethical and a historical point of view. Acton came to 
believe that they did not, could not,judge because they had 
not sufficiently penetrated private archives or probed 
deeply enough into the psychology of interior motivation. 
Of Ranke he wrote: 'The cup is not drained; part of the 
story is left untold, and the world is much better and very 
much worse than he chooses to say.' And of Dollinger: 'He 
was never in contact with the sinister side of things. '7 But 
equally influential was the Christian teleology which under-
lay the historical writings of both the Protestant Ranke and 
the Catholic Dollinger, which was deeply to infuse Acton's 
own writing. For Ranke, history clearly revealed the work of 
God. 'It stands there like a holy hieroglyph ... May we, for 
our part, decipher this holy hieroglyph. Even so we do serve 
God. Even so we are priests. Even so we are teachers.' For 
Dollinger, in turn, history constituted 'the narrative of the 
conquest of the world by Christ' and 'the uninterrupted 

7 Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, 31, 42. Id., Historical Essays and Studies, 353. 
Id., History of Freedom, 411. 
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employment of the powers committed by Christ for the 
salvation of man' .8 

In the middle years of the nineteenth century Acton was 
appalled by the backwardness and insularity of historical 
writing in Britain. Its practitioners tended either to indulge 
in bland national celebration or to write loose, unscientific 
narrative devoid of any philosophical basis. History was 
something one wrote rather than thought about. The theo-
retical resolve of pragmatic and unspeculative British writ-
ing stopped short at two questions: 'What is mind? No 
matter. What is matter? Never mind.' More especially, 
Acton contrasted British partiality with German academics' 
scientific impartiality. 'We have little experience of that 
abstract love of knowledge for its own sake, of that self-
denying and disinterested indifference to consequences, 
and of that faith in the consistency and harmony of all 
truths, which inspire the energy of the laborious German. '9 
But then Acton discerned a change of direction: once 
again historical events intruded into the academic study. In 
retrospect he believed the change came in 1848 with the 
failure of the liberal intelligentsia at the Frankfurt parlia-
ment. Until then German scholars had held fast to the 
Baconian dictum that knowledge was power. The events of 
1848 proved deeply disillusioning and thereafter there was 
a marked tendency for historians to abandon the realm of 
abstract thought and objective science for the more tangi-
ble aims of national destiny and support for the martial 
successes of the big battalions. The scientific impulse was 
not entirely abandoned; it was simply directed to more 
secular, nationalist ends. 'Consistency in the powers that 
direct the world is the supreme acquisition of all German 
thought. It is not partiality, but renunciation of party feel-
ing and personal preference, to hold that the world works 
well, that what lives permanently in the light and strife of 
civilisation lives rightfully, that whatever perishes has 
earned its fate.' 

8 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The Objectivity Question and the American 
Historical Profession (Cambridge, 1988), 27. Acton, History of Freedom, 383, 384. 

9 Acton, History of Freedom, 51. Id., Essays on Church and State, ed. Douglas 
Woodruff (London, 1952), 375. 
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Increasingly the German schools, especially those histori-
ans in Berlin, grew anti-Austrian, supported Hohenzollern 
Prussia, and urged German unification. Acton appreciated 
only too well that 'history has been one of the chief forces 
making Germany'; that Droysen, for example, in his 
Prussian history of 1870, had anachronistically made Prussia 
the predominant state in eighteenth-century Germany; that 
Sybel was 'the first classic of imperialism [who] helped to 
form that garrison of distinguished historians that prepared 
the Prussian supremacy with their own, and now hold Berlin 
like a fortress'. 10 Here it is not only the military metaphors 
that are significant: it is the complicity and collaboration of 
the historian that is emphasized. By 1886, the date of his 
'German Schools of History', and in the light of the Franco-
Prussian War, Acton recognized that Germany had reversed 
the humiliations suffered following the French Revolution. 
Both militarily and in the realm of thought Jena had been 
avenged at Sedan, and German scholars no longer felt the 
need to defer, or waste their powder on salutes. By 1871 the 
eighteenth-century French laws of nature had been deci-
sively replaced by nineteenth-century German laws of 
nationalism. 

Since his early influential essay on 'Nationality' (1862) 
Acton had pitted himself with all the intellectual force at his 
command against the rise of nationalism. At first his attack 
was prompted by a conservative, Catholic apologetics: the 
new secular force of nationalism conflicted with the Pope's 
temporal powers in Italy and the universalist claims of his 
church. But increasingly, Acton came to see the full emer-
gence of the nation-state as the chief nineteenth-century 
enemy of liberty. Hegel had insisted that positive freedom 
could only be achieved by the individual merging into the 
collective will of the state, that 'the State is the march of God 
through the world'. 11 Nationalism led not only to a danger-
ous concentration of powers and the ultimate submission of 
the church to secular authority-as exemplified by 
Bismarck's policy of Kulturkampf-but also to the dominion 

10 Acton, Historical Essays and Studies, 382-3, 378. Id., Selected Writings, iii. 597. 
11 Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, 2 vols. (1950; London, 1992), ii. 31. 
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of a majoritarian tyranny, for 'it is worse to be oppressed by 
a majority. For there is a reserve of latent power in the 
masses which, if it is called into play, the minority can seldom 
resist. But from the absolute will of an entire people there is 
no appeal, no redemption, no refuge but treason.' Thus, 
among a list Acton made of the enemies of liberty he 
included Hegel along with Comte, Fichte, and Mommsen. 
Nationalism became the chief obstacle to individual free-
dom. 'The process of civilisation depends on transcending 
Nationality', he wrote, 'for patriotism cannot absolve a man 
from his duty to mankind'; and again, 'the nations aim at 
power, and the world at freedom'. Acton devoutly believed 
that just as God had ordained a dualism within each state, of 
a visible church to neutralize and offset the secular power, 
so, within each individual, God had planted conscience to 
offset the profane claims of Caesar, and granted to each and 
everyone the free will to choose between good and evil. That 
freedom to choose was the prerequisite of liberty, the source 
of God's grace working in the world, and centred the gravity 
of history not in the state but in the moral drama of individ-
ual motive and action. History could not be other than 'a 
narrative told of ourselves, the record of a life which is our 
own, of efforts not yet abandoned to repose, of problems 
that still entangle the feet and vex the hearts of man'. 12 

Because all men were equal in the sight of God, and because 
the past exerted its pressure specifically on each and every 
one of us (history made and history making were 
conjoined), history had to be universal and not national. 

For Acton ideas were the mainspring of history, not insti-
tutions, constitutions, borders, battles, dates of reigns; and 
fresh, innovative ideas by definition transcended and 
crossed borders. 'Ifwe are to account mind not matter, ideas 
not force, the spiritual property which gives dignity and 
grace and intellectual value to history, and its action on the 
ascending life of man, then we shall not be prone to explain 
the universal by the national, and civilisation by custom.' 
Spinoza, for example, took up where Descartes left off, 

12 Acton, History </Freedom, 11. Gertrude Himmelfarb, Lord Acton: A Study in 
Conscience and Politics (London, 1952), 183. Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, 32. 



168 HUGH TULLOCH 

Lockean ideas were further developed by Condillac, and 
Hume's scepticism was refuted by Kant. Acton's history, 
rooted in the fallible individual conscience and the primacy 
of ideas, was universal history. 'By universal history', Acton 
said in his letter to the syndics of Cambridge University Press 
in 1896, 'I understand that which is distinct from the 
combined history of all countries, which is not a rope of 
sand but a continuous development, and is not a burden on 
the memory, but an illumination of the soul ... These things 
are extraterritorial, having their home in the sky, and no 
more confined to race and frontier than a rainbow or a 
storm.' 13 

Acton's fears concerning the close collaboration between 
nationalism and historicism were expressed in his 'German 
Schools of History', where he argued that the contribution 
of German historians to a national myth helped forge the 
Bismarckian state. 'Probably', he wrote, 'there is no consid-
erable group less in harmony with our sentiments in 
approaching the study of history.' This deep concern was 
powerfully reinforced by his own personal history. Acton's 
liberal struggle against ultramontanism, culminating in the 
promulgation of papal infallibility at the Vatican Council of 
1869-70, is well known. Acton had, at first, been thrilled by 
Newman's novel application of historical method to church 
history in his Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine of 
1845. Then he began to have doubts. For just as Newman's 
essay led, inexorably, to the deification of the current theo-
logical dispensation within the church, so ultramontane 
historians rummaged through, rewrote, and falsified 
Catholic history to justify the infallibility of Pius IX. Instead 
of impartial pursuit of objective truth, 'a crust of designing 
fiction' and 'a vast tradition of conventional mendacity' was 
fabricated in furtherance of a current cause. This was the 
dethronement not the reign of history, for as the ultramon-
tane Cardinal Manning starkly stated at the Vatican Council, 
'Authority must conquer History'. 14 

13 Acton, Selected Writings, iii. 682-3. 
'4 Acton, Historical Essays and Studies, 382; Damian McElrath, LMd Acton: The 

Decisive Decade 1864-1874 (Louvain, 1970), 140; Hugh McDougall, LCYrd Acton on Papal 
Power (London, 1973), 115. 
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While Acton struggled against infallibilism and inoppor-
tunism in Rome and failed, and against Prussian historicism 
in Berlin, so in London, as a liberal Gladstonian, he was 
deeply implicated in the battle against imperialism and 
authoritarianism. Here the Prussian school's complicity was 
reflected in the milder but equally insidious writings of 
Maine, Froude, Seeley, and Carlyle ('the most detestable of 
historians'), all of whom found good reasons for adopting 
government policies. Yet even the liberal school of British 
historians, most notably A. E. Freeman, Goldwin Smith, and 
James Bryce, was infected by a German historicism which 
stressed sluggish organic continuities and racial destinies, 
institutions and forms whose seeds grew from the Teutonic 
forests. Thus Freeman stressed the continuity of Anglo-
Saxon custom which underlay and absorbed the Norman 
Conquest of ro66, and Bryce interpreted the American 
Revolution as essentially the innocuous enlargement of 
ordered English liberties by fellow Englishmen in the 
colonies. Acton unequivocally rejected what he called this 
organic materialism and, by implication, the theoretical 
underpinnings of the German schools' attempt to enforce 
uninterrupted historical growth. Pointing to Columbus, 
Machiavelli, Erasmus, Luther, and Copernicus, Acton 
insisted: 
The modern age did not proceed from mediaeval by normal 
succession, with outward tokens of legitimate descent. 
Unheralded, it founded a new order of things, under a law of inno-
vation, sapping the ancient reign of continuity ... It was an awak-
ening of new life; the world revolved in a different orbit, 
determined by influences unknown before. 

Likewise he undercut the prevalent myth of primitive, 
embryonic institutional freedoms which sustained the 
concept of historical continuity: 'the footsteps of a silent yet 
prophetic people who dwelt by the Dead Sea, and perished 
in the fall of Jerusalem, come nearer to our lives than the 
ancestral wisdom of barbarians who fed their swine on the 
Hercynian acorns. ' 15 

15 Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, 28, 27. 
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In this remaking of national history, the hero-Frederick 
the Great of Prussia, Napoleon in France-was exempt from 
judgement or blame; untrammelled by mere laws or moral-
ity, he was the agent who embodied and unfolded the 
'Zeitgeist. Acton was acutely aware of the dazzling appeal the 
decisive actor on the historical stage held for timid, contem-
plative academics and how, in Britain, historians such as 
Carlyle, Kingsley, Gardiner, and Firth clustered like moths 
around the flame of Cromwell. More insidious still was what 
Acton took to be the Hegelian stress on predetermination, 
and absence of contingency, choice, and chance, in nine-
teenth-century historical narrative. If Ranke invoked 'the 
goddess Necessity, fixed fate, and unrelenting force', it was 
because, before him, Hegel had subjected 'all things to the 
government ofintelligible law, and to prefer the simplicity of 
resistless cause to the confused conflict of free will'. 16 Such 
belief in history's scientific, inexorable laws led to a history 
of victors over victims and the ignoring of causes which had 
gone down in defeat: it looked to the past, essentially, to 
trace and to confirm the triumphalism of the present. Acton 
would have none of this because he believed most passion-
ately in free will and the moral duty of each individual to 
extract good from the implacable forces of evil. 

Acton's attempt to undermine the philosophical presup-
positions of the German school can be seen most clearly in 
his inaugural lecture on 'The Study of History', where he 
distanced himself from its conservative implications in 
favour of the French school's emphasis on revolutionary 
discontinuities. Just as the individual struggled with his God-
given conscience and strove to reject the Whiggish politics of 
compromise and concession in pursuit of the liberal ideal, 
so, collectively, societies sought irrevocable change to over-
throw the injustices of the existing order and inaugurate an 
ideal social community; to consummate 'the advent of the 
reign of general ideas which we call the Revolution'. In a 
historiographical appendix to his Lectures on the French 
Revolution he wrote again of the historian's complicity with 
history, but here the historian assists in effecting revolution-

16 Butterfield, Man on his Past, 229. Acton, Historical Essays and Studies, 36o. 
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ary change to bring about a juster society. 'History is resur-
rection ... History is also restitution ... the revolution is the 
advent of justice and the central fact in the experience of 
mankind.' 17 

Like Marx, Acton adopted the revolutionary implications 
of Hegelianism and insisted that history was iconoclastic, not 
a teacher of wisdom. But he combined this with the provi-
dential history of his masters, Ranke and Dollinger. He 
sought, uniquely, to combine the sound scientific methods 
of the German schools with his own distinct brand of a 
science of historical judgement based on ethics, not meta-
physics. The metaphysics of the German schools had culmi-
nated in the worship of a nationalist mythology and abject 
submission to the temporal order. In one sense Acton sought 
to return to the absolute, universalist principles of the 
Enlightenment which had been undermined and destabi-
lized by nineteenth-century historical relativism. But in place 
of profane eighteenth-century reason Acton wanted to 
return the divine spark of providence to the historical 
centre; to employ the Christian ethic of the New Testament 
as a yardstick by which to provide a timeless and absolute 
moral imperative and impose it upon the flux of relative 
historical values. He wrote of conscientious rather than 
apologetic history, of imposing judgement on history rather 
than deriving judgement from it. Once having, with the aid 
of scientific method, fully reconstructed a historical event, 
the final seal of science lay precisely in judgement. As he 
wrote in 'German Schools of History': 'the marrow of 
civilised history is ethical not metaphysical, and the deep 
underlying cause of action passes through the shape of right 
and wrong.' And again, in his inaugural address: 'Opinions 
alter, manners change, creeds rise and fall, but the moral law 
is written on the tablets of eternity.' History was divine reve-
lation and the 'full exposition of truth is the great object for 
which the existence of mankind is prolonged on earth'. 18 

Acton's final synthesis was to link a divine providence 

17 Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, 28. Id., Lectures on the French Revolution, ed. 
John Neville Figgis and Reginald Vere Laurence (London, 1910), 351. 

18 Acton, Historical Essays and Studies, 362. Id., Essays on Freedom and Power, 51. 
Id., Essays on Church and State, 38. 
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governing the world which was to be reflected upon earth in 
spiritual and secular progress. This was to be the central 
theme of his unwritten History of Freedom. Acton had travelled 
a long way from his early conservative, Catholic polemic to 
reach a theological doctrine close to the Protestant Vinet's 
writing on the sovereign conscience and Michelet's history 
of universal revolution. Reaction against the implications of 
the German schools had played a major part in his emanci-
pation. 




