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Shortly after 4.30 a.m. on the morning 
of 12 April 1861, the first Confederate 
shells began to fall on Fort Sumter, the 

Union-held military installation in the har-
bour of Charleston, South Carolina. To borrow 
a phrase from an earlier conflict on American 
soil, these were shots heard round the world. As 
the American diplomat and historian George 
Bancroft wrote in the year after the Civil War 
ended, ‘For a time the war was thought to be 
confined to our own domestic a1airs, but it was 
soon seen that it involved the destinies of man-
kind: its principles and causes shook the poli-
tics of Europe to the centre and from Lisbon to 
Pekin divided the governments of the world.’1 
The American Civil War added a new fire to 
the arguments which were raging on the vir-
tues or vicissitudes of Republicanism, democ-
racy, nation-building; and, of course, on the 
question of slavery. 

The impact of the American Civil War on 
British political and public opinion reflected 
this reaction. Keen debates followed on the 
causes and consequences of the war across the 
political spectrum; and these deepened and 
changed as the conflict progressed, particularly 
given the impact of the Cotton Famine in Lan-
cashire and after the Emancipation Proclama-
tion seemed to make it more explicit that the 
war was being fought to end slavery. As Turner 
has pointed out, however, it would be a mistake 
to assume that the whole of British society was 
aflame with opinion. There was indi1erence 
in many quarters and the strength of opinion 
changed and shifted with events. There was no 
clear division of view based on class, political 
or religious allegiance, or economic or social 
status.2 Historians used to assume that work-
ing men, Radicals and reformers automatically 
supported the North, while Conservatives and 
Whigs sided with the South. As long ago as 

1953, a study of Conservative and aristocratic 
attitudes to the Civil War concluded that the 
Conservative Party did not take a deep interest 
in the war and that the assumption that Con-
servatives collectively hoped for a Confederate 
victory was not a given.3 In addition, previous 
studies of Liberal and Radical politicians have 
revealed significant sympathy and support for 
the Confederacy.4 

Against this fluid background, it is clearly 
unsafe to assume that Liberals in the early years 
of the Civil War would instinctively line up 
with the Union against the Confederacy. Not-
withstanding the passionate support for the 
North given by Liberal intellectuals such as 
John Stuart Mill, by anti-slavery campaign-
ers like Harriet Martineau or by radical politi-
cians like John Bright or Richard Cobden (both 
of whom earned the soubriquet Members for 
the United States, or Members for the Union), 
there were those among the Liberal ranks who 
wanted to see a victory for the Confederacy. 
More surprisingly, perhaps, there were those 
who supported the Southern cause even after 
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. The 
purpose of this article is to consider the lives 
and motives of two such Liberal members of 
parliament during the Civil War: John Emer-
ich Edward Dalberg-Acton (from 1869, Lord 
Acton) and William Schaw Lindsay. 

These two men had di1erent careers dur-
ing the Civil War. Lindsay was active in politics 
and diplomacy. He used his time and position 
to argue in the House of Commons in favour 
of British intervention in the war. He joined 
pro-Confederate organisations such as the 
Manchester Southern Club, of which he was a 
vice-president, and was a founder member of 
the London branch of the Southern Independ-
ence Association, which aimed to mobilise sup-
port for recognition of the Confederacy.5 He 
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also visited Napoleon III of France to lobby for 
French intervention and was in regular contact 
with Confederate diplomats and commission-
ers.6 By contrast, Acton was inactive as an MP. 
He spoke in the House of Commons just three 
times in the six years he sat there,7 and none of 
these interventions were to do with the Ameri-
can Civil War.8 Acton’s position on the Civil 
War was expressed through his writings. It was 
not specifically designed to stimulate support 
for the Confederacy but was, rather, a part of 
his scholarship around the history of liberty, 
democracy, unrestricted majority rule and the 
protection of minorities.

William Schaw Lindsay (1815–1877)9

W. S. Lindsay was born at Ayr in December 
1815. He was orphaned young and brought up 
by an uncle, William Schaw, a Free Church 
minister. At age 15, he left Ayr and went to 
Glasgow and soon embarked on a seafaring life. 
He led a dangerous and exciting existence at 
sea. He was once washed overboard, su1ering 
serious injury to his legs. On another occasion 
he received a sabre wound in a fight with pirates 
and shot one of his attackers dead. This may 
have been enough adventure for him, for about 
a year later he retired from the sea and became 
a port agent, specialising in coal and later in 
pig iron, at Hartlepool. He became a financial 
success and married into a ship-owning fam-
ily, eventually moving to London to become a 
shipbroker. He later opened an agency in Sun-
derland, during which time he expanded to 
own a large number of ships. Lindsay built up 
contacts with other ship-owners and shipbuild-
ers. His commercial interests made him a fierce 
proponent of free trade, unrestricted access to 
markets and freedom of the seas. As a promi-
nent man of international commerce, Lindsay 

would have been more than aware of the poli-
cies of United States’ governments from the 
Embargo Act of 1807, the introduction of pro-
tectionist measures in 1816, and further tar-
i1s imposed during the presidency of Andrew 
Jackson in 1828. These measures had impacted 
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on Southern products and trade much more 
than on the Northern economy10 and were a 
factor in Lindsay’s sympathy for the e1orts of 
the South to argue states’ rights to try and nul-
lify these policies. As Lindsay said of himself, 
he was ‘a plain man whose business was his 
politics and with a leaning towards Free Trade 
principles.’ These were important motivations 
when it came to Lindsay’s attitudes and opin-
ions on the American Civil War, both as the 
conflict approached and during its course.11

As Lindsay’s business life flourished, he 
began to harbour political ambitions. In April 
1852 he unsuccessfully contested Monmouth 
for the Liberals at by-election and then stood, 
again without success, in the general election 
of that year in the naval seat of Dartmouth. In 
1854 he was narrowly elected MP for Tyne-
mouth and North Shields. He was returned 
unopposed there in 1857, and in 1859 he trans-
ferred to Sunderland, being one of the two Lib-
erals returned in that constituency. He held the 
seat throughout the duration of the parliament 
and the American Civil War.12 

Lindsay’s interests took him to the United 
States in 1860. By this time, US overseas trade 
was growing fast, and Lindsay had developed 
strong business connections with many Ameri-
can ship-owners. It is clear that this visit had 
British government approval and was sanc-
tioned by the United States. While Lindsay 
acknowledged that his mission was not in an 
o6cial capacity, he was supplied with copies of 
government correspondence concerning mari-
time issues by the foreign secretary, Lord John 
Russell.13 Back home, Lindsay began to speak 
publicly about the dangers of the approach-
ing conflict between the States, voicing his 
concerns on commercial, maritime, legal and 
moral grounds. Lindsay was among the many in 
Britain who felt the interests and culture of the 
Northern and Southern states made it increas-
ingly impossible for them to remain together 
as one nation. This was the age of nationalisms. 
Nationalist movements in Italy and Hungary, 
exemplified by the figures of Garibaldi and Kos-
suth, had attracted Liberal support. There was 
no natural reverence for existing Unions, and 
this extended to America. In 1860, for example, 
Lord Russell seemed in tune with wider opin-
ion when he reflected that peaceful disunion 
in the United States would benefit both North 
and South and, by extension, the international 
community.14 Many democrats would struggle 
over the issue of secession, but many would nod 
in consent when hearing the words of Je1erson 
Davis giving his inaugural presidential address 
to the Congress of the Confederate States: 

Our present condition … illustrates the 
American idea that governments rest upon 
the consent of the governed, and that it 
is the right of the people to alter or abol-
ish governments whenever they become 
destructive of the ends for which they were 
established.15

In addition, many also believed that that the 
Confederacy could not be conquered militar-
ily, or only, if at all, at great and senseless loss of 
life and destruction. The seceding states formed 
a huge geographical area, providing a vast hin-
terland into which forces could retreat, perhaps 
recalling the failure of British arms to secure 
the dauntingly large area of the colonies dur-
ing the American Revolution. In 1861, Lind-
say wrote to New York banker and member of 
the February Peace Conference in Washington 
DC, Alexander Duncan, setting out his views 
on the likely conflict:

I look at history and consider the vast 
extent of your country and I find the inter-
ests of the South are opposed to the policy 
of the North. When I see that the two sec-
tions of your people di1er in almost eve-
rything except language, and when I hear 
that they are resolved by the vote of sev-
eral of their State legislatures to arm them-
selves and raise a vast army, not to coerce 
other States or attack the North but to 
defend themselves, I could not but feel that 
there must be a separation and that no force 
which the North could bring to bear will 
ever re-unite the Southern with the North-
ern States.16 

Lindsay took a businessman’s view that separa-
tion would be better for the American economy 
and its international trade, since a long, costly 
and deadly war, whatever the outcome, could 
bring on a decline from which it might take 
America decades to recover. Lindsay’s predic-
tions on the human cost of the war were shared 
by many in Britain, adding to the pressure on 
the government to o1er mediation as the con-
flict progressed. And when the South was victo-
rious in the first major battle of the war, at Bull 
Run (First Manassas) in July 1861, it seemed to 
underline the belief that war would not only be 
prolonged and bloody, but that separation had 
become a fait accompli. 

During the course of the war, Lindsay took 
up other themes resonating with public opin-
ion in Britain. A widespread fear existed that 
opposition to slavery, and the way the war was 
explicitly being seen a war for emancipation, 
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would result in a slave insurrection. A long his-
tory of slave revolt in America going back to 
the earliest settlements17 had been followed by 
serious incidents in the British West Indian col-
onies and by the slave rebellion in Haiti. Memo-
ries of these events and of the Indian Mutiny of 
1857 were fresh in people’s minds. Pro-South-
ern voices tried to exploit these concerns with 
predictions of the murder and rape of white 
women and children by slaves encouraged by a 
desperate and vindictive Union government,18 
but there was genuine fear which needed little 
stirring up. Lindsay took up this call following 
the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863.19 Writ-
ing in the Sunderland Times in October 1863, 
he claimed that the Proclamation was a call to 
slaves to massacre ‘your masters, massacre your 
mistresses, and massacre their children, so that 
you may obtain your freedom.’20

Yet Lindsay was not favourable to the con-
tinuation of slavery in America. When, because 
of his knowledge of commerce and interna-
tional shipping, he agreed in 1861 to meet with 
Williams Lowndes Yancey, the Confederate 
diplomat, he professed a wish to aid the South 
in gaining independence but only on the under-
standing that slavery would eventually be 
abolished.21 

Another issue Lindsay stressed was the 
impact of the war and the blockade of South-
ern ports on the Lancashire cotton trade, which 
caused much hardship and unemployment as 
the war dragged on. In the House of Commons, 
in July 1862, he referred to the damage caused 
to the cotton industry and claimed that Lan-
cashire cotton workers had told him that the 
South deserved their independence. In general, 
however, the sympathy of the cotton workers 
was towards the Union, despite the hardships 
they were themselves su1ering from, mainly 
because of their animosity towards slavery. 
However not all working men were pro-North. 
Many important voices from the Chartist era 
took an unsympathetic view of American capi-
talism and exploitation of the working man, 
which they saw as the dominant force in US 
industrial development, and for this reason they 
supported Southern independence.22

During the course of the Civil War, Lindsay 
continued his political and diplomatic e1orts 
to bring about British and French intervention, 
in the hope of progressing, through o1ering 
mediation, to recognition of the Confederacy. 
Lindsay worked closely with John Arthur Roe-
buck, the nominal Liberal MP for She6eld. 
Roebuck was a former radical, but he was fluid 
in his political loyalties, was often out of step 
with She6eld Liberals and was determinedly 

independent of party and government ties in 
the House of Commons. He ended up being 
made a Privy Counsellor by the Conserva-
tives.23 Roebuck had attempted and failed to 
get debates in the House on the war, so Lind-
say took up the mantle, allied with the Liberal-
Conservative MP for County Galway, William 
Gregory. As early as February 1862, Lindsay 
and Gregory were looking to get a debate in the 
House to discuss the Northern blockade, hop-
ing to get the government to intervene.24 The 
following month, Lindsay undertook another 
meeting with Napoleon in France (with whom 
he met a number of times and for whom he pre-
pared briefing papers throughout the conflict) 
to press for French recognition of the Confed-
eracy. Lindsay next tried to take advantage of 
the outrage provoked by the notorious ‘Woman 
Order’ issued by Major-General Butler in occu-
pied New Orleans of May 1862, under which 
Southern women showing disrespect to Union 
soldiers were to be treated ‘as a woman of the 
town plying her avocation’, in other words as a 
common prostitute. Despite Lindsay’s express-
ing the opinion that nine-tenths of members 
were at that time sympathetic to interven-
tion, he was unable to find enough support for 
a debate. Although he could not get the issue 
before parliament at this stage, Lindsay was 
right that opinion was shifting away from the 
US and from the British policy of neutrality. 
The Lancashire unemployment figures were 
dire, and Lindsay started making preparations 
for a speech on a debate he wanted to initiate in 
July 1862.25 

The debate which Lindsay brought before 
the House of Commons on 18 July was his prin-
cipal attempt to persuade MPs to force the gov-
ernment into intervention. It took place against 
the background of a false report of a Union 
defeat in the Seven Days Battles (25 June – 1 
July 1862). The Union forces had retreated but 
their army was still intact. William Forster, 
the Liberal MP for Bradford, took an Ameri-
can newspaper to the House to show the report 
wasn’t true. A large crowd had turned up for 
the debate and there was much jostling for seats 
in the public gallery between supporters of both 
sides. It was believed that news of the Union 
defeat would push the government towards 
recognition of the Confederacy. Lindsay told 
the House that the break between North and 
South was irreparable, with justice on the Con-
federate side. He tried to focus on the issue of 
mediation rather than immediate recognition 
of the South, but he was not a good speaker and 
failed to get the House on his side. He raised 
the issue of the cotton shortage and its impact 
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on Lancashire. Perhaps out of frustration he 
abandoned his arguments around trade. He said 
slavery was not the cause of the war and that 
the North was fighting out of a desire for greed 
and power. He declared that he ‘desired the dis-
ruption of the American Union, as every hon-
est Englishman did, because it was too great a 
power and England should not let such a power 
exist on the American continent.’26Although his 
points were not seriously challenged, when it 
came time for the debate to be wound up it was 
Palmerston, the prime minister, who dealt the 
death bow to Lindsay’s pleas for intervention. 
Palmerston said that recognition or media-
tion were not to be considered lightly and that 
it was for the government alone to decide.27 In 
July 1864, Lindsay proposed yet another par-
liamentary resolution in favour of recognition 
and mediation, against the background of the 
increasing loss of life and the su1erings on both 
sides, but it again came to nothing.28

Despite all Lindsay’s political and diplomatic 
e1orts, the British government never wavered 
from its policy of neutrality and France never 
resorted to acting alone. While sympathy 
for the South remained widespread and was 
boosted by events such as the death of Stone-
wall Jackson, it was more than countered by 
the odium of most British opinion against slav-
ery. Lindsay published an open letter against 
the institution of slavery, asking the South to 
devise a way of abolishing it, and undertook to 
broaden the base of popular support for Con-
federate causes in Britain.29 In August 1864, 
Lindsay su1ered a stroke which diminished 
his powers and weakened his influence. As a 
consequence, he did not stand for re-election 
in Sunderland at the 1865 general election. He 
maintained his pro-Southern views in retire-
ment. His continuing interest in American 
maritime a1airs and the Civil War is reflected 
in his post-war letters with former lead-
ing Confederates, expressing regret that ‘the 
Southern people who fought so nobly and so 
well’ were not able to achieve their independ-
ence.30 He died, having su1ered another stroke, 
on 28 August 1877. 

John Emerich Edward Dalberg-Acton 
(1834–1902)
Acton was one of the great historical thinkers 
of the Victorian age. Through his personality, 
journalism and scholarship, he established him-
self as an important figure in liberal Catholic 
thought. From his study of religious and secu-
lar history, Acton came to understand that ‘…
power tends to corrupt and absolute power 

corrupts absolutely.’31 The key conclusions of 
Acton’s thinking around the state, liberty and 
democracy were that liberty was the founda-
tion of the good society; that the role of the 
state must be limited but must ensure the lib-
erty of the individual; that reason took prec-
edence over will, that might was not right; that 
power was corrupting in any system, and that 
the test of liberty and democracy is the amount 
of protection a1orded to minorities.32 Against 
that background, it might seem incongruous 
that Acton chose to side with the slave-owning 
South in the American Civil War.

Acton was born in 1834 in Naples. His fam-
ily were Shropshire baronets with German con-
nections but also related to French and Italian 
nobility. His father died young, and his mother 
then married Earl Granville. Acton followed 
his Whig stepfather in political a6liation, 
but his mother insisted on a Roman Catholic 
upbringing, and Acton studied in France and 
then under the future Cardinal Wiseman at 
Oscott College before going to Munich in 1850 
to study with the church historian Dr Ignaz 
von Döllinger. Under Döllinger, Acton became 
a perceptive student of history, particularly 
of the church and its tendency to absolutism. 
Through Döllinger, he became immersed in the 
liberal Catholic movement. Later he travelled 
widely, including to the United States, Russia 
and Mexico, and in 1857, on a visit to Italy with 
Döllinger, he met Pope Pius IX, although he 
remained unimpressed by Roman institutions.33 

Acton’s main contributions to religious 
thinking were later to be developed through 
his editorship of and writings for the Catholic 
monthly publication The Rambler, in which he 
argued against papal infallibility and for which 
he narrowly escaped excommunication. Later 
still, he followed an academic career with his 
appointment to the Regius Chair of Modern 
History at Cambridge. But, from the late 1850s, 
Acton chose – and his chief biographer believes 
somewhat reluctantly – a political path.34 A 
more recent investigation of Acton’s search for 
a political career in Ireland, however, where his 
Catholic faith would not be the bar to success 
it would be in Great Britain, has shown that he 
was considerably more motivated to find a seat 
than previously thought. Through his stepfa-
ther and through his own e1orts to make the 
most of the patronage of important Catholic 
contacts, a seat was found for him in Ireland 
at Carlow.35 At the general election of 1859, 
he took the seat from the sitting Conservative 
John Alexander, a Protestant, by 117 votes to 
103.36 It was in the early 1850s that Acton first 
came to know W. E. Gladstone, through his 
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connections to Döllinger and his interest in 
religious and intellectual a1airs. Acton called 
on Gladstone in London before setting out for 
Ireland and the election to quiz him on political 
matters. Thereafter they became more closely 
acquainted, exchanging views and papers, with 
Acton becoming Gladstone’s confidant and 
adviser and eventually his friend.37 As noted 
above, Acton was not drawn to speak much in 
parliament, but at the 1865 election he stood 
again, this time switching to the Shropshire 
constituency of Bridgnorth, near his home at 
Aldenham. He won by a single vote but was 
unseated after scrutiny and, when he stood 
there again in 1868, he failed to get elected.38 It 
was Gladstone who raised Acton to the peerage 
in 1869, although he spoke in the Lords as rarely 
as he had done in the Commons.39 

In 1866 Acton wrote to General Robert E. 
Lee, the commander of the Confederate States 
Army during the Civil War, saying, ‘You were 
fighting the battles of our liberty, our progress 
and our civilization …’,40 and it is in Acton’s 
study of liberty that we will find the answer 
to how, despite his views on the immorality of 
slavery, he came to support the Southern cause. 

First, however, it is right to point out that 
Acton came from a family of Whig landown-
ers, and traditionally this group has been seen 
as typical of British supporters of the Confed-
eracy, identifying with the dominant, planta-
tion-owning aristocratic Southern class, who 
looked back to their English heritage. It is not 
clear how much of this sentiment Acton inher-
ited, but he did spring from this background 
and did mix in Whig and aristocratic circles. 
In one important regard, however, he di1ered 
from the characteristics of this group, tradition-
ally identified as typical of their distaste for the 
United States (and consequently the Union in 
the Civil War). This was his esteem for Ameri-
can political arrangements following the Revo-
lutionary War and, in particular, his approval 
for the principles and mechanisms of American 
democracy.

Acton had great admiration for the Found-
ing Fathers of the United States. He thought 
particularly highly of the members of the 
political elites who participated in the Consti-
tutional Convention. He approved of the way 
they drew on the political histories of ancient 
Greece and Rome as well as the English tradi-
tion, building into the constitution strong limi-
tations and checks on the power of the state but 
also of direct democracy. The Founding Fathers 
were right, in Acton’s view, to distrust state 
power, which had to be defended against abuse. 
They instituted the separation of powers and 

followed the federal principle, and Acton saw in 
this that it caused no danger to liberty and that 
the new nation was founded on rights.41

But Acton looked to the criticisms of the 
constitution voiced by the Founding Fathers 
themselves to help explain why things could 
go wrong in the future. As Colley has recently 
noted, the Civil War was bound from the out-
set with debates over written constitutions.42 
In his lecture ‘The Civil War in America: Its 
Place in History’, delivered in 1866, Acton said 
that George Washington had warned against 
a possible rule in the 1787 Constitutional Con-
vention in Philadelphia that might have given a 
greater blocking power to a minority of states. 
Acton believed Washington foresaw the dan-
ger of putting too much into democratic hands. 
Alexander Hamilton thought that dissolu-
tion of the Union was the most likely eventual 
result. Later in his life, Hamilton called the 
constitution a frail and worthless fabric, and a 
temporary bond, although he always thought 
of himself as a strong defender of the constitu-
tion for all its failings. The second president, 
John Adams, said ‘he saw no possibility of 
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continuing the Union of the States; that their 
dissolution must necessarily take place.’ 

So, while Acton admired the American con-
stitutional system, he thought that it clearly 
had defects if it led to civil war; defects which 
had been anticipated by the Founding Fathers. 
The checks and balances had failed. The experi-
ment of an advanced polity with a large terri-
tory, which the United States seemed to have 
created, had broken down and was no longer an 
example of a successful democracy combining 
freedom, equality and strong authority. He had 
to look again at his ideas on liberty and democ-
racy in the light of events. Acton believed that 
individual freedom is dependent on the right of 
self-government, ending ultimately with the 
state. But he distrusted central authority, and 
the federal government had come to represent 
this. Democracy, like any form of government, 
can degenerate, and clearly this had happened 
in America. The federal state had become over-
mighty. It justified its actions by appealing 
that it represented the majority, but, with J. S. 
Mill, Acton understood that majority rule can 
become the tyranny of numbers. For Acton, as 
Himmelfarb has pointed out, the South was in 
the position of a young state for whom tyranny 
seemed to be an appropriate means of augment-
ing its power.43The South felt it was particularly 
discriminated against by federal actions over 
tari1s and trade embargoes and in the area of 
political patronage. Northern manufacturers, 
unable to compete with European competitors, 
wanted protection of the home market; but the 
US market accounted for only around a quarter 
of Southern cotton production, and the South-
ern economy was based primarily on cotton. 
Agricultural producers in the South were for 
free trade, moderate taxation, and limited gov-
ernment spending.44 These di1erences helped 
bolster Southern support for states’ rights, nul-
lification, and limited government along the 
lines propounded by John C. Calhoun of South 
Carolina, the seventh vice-president of the 
United States. Calhoun characterised the rela-
tionship between the states as the North play-
ing ‘an overweening Sparta to the South’s more 
democratic Athens’.45 To Acton, it was Calhoun 
who was the true defender of the Union. He 
thought Calhoun’s theory of nullification ‘the 
very perfection of political truth.’

Acton would surely have approved of the 
constitution of the Confederate States which 
specifically strengthened states’ rights. The pre-
amble to the constitution read, ‘We the people 
of the Confederate States, each state acting in its 
sovereign and independent character ...’.46 On 
Abraham Lincoln’s pronouncement that it was 

the creation of the Union that converted the 
colonies to states, setting limits to their inde-
pendence and liberty, Acton wrote, ‘This is the 
extreme logical result of the democratic theory, 
according to which the whole is the author of 
the parts, and absolute master of them. In the 
face of such a doctrine it is obvious that state 
rights are the only security for freedom’.47 
Thus, could Acton also write in his letter to 
Robert E. Lee, ‘I saw in States Rights the only 
availing check upon the absolutism of the sov-
ereign will, and secession filled me with hope, 
not as the destruction but as the redemption of 
Democracy.’48

It seems hard to reconcile Acton’s view that 
the wrong side won the American Civil War 
with his statement that slavery was an evil to 
be deplored and that, as it existed in America, 
the country had become essentially immoral.49 
Acton did not view slavery in absolute terms 
of right and wrong, however. As Lazarski 
describes it, ‘In his hierarchy of values civiliza-
tion and political liberty take precedence over 
the abolition of slavery…. The progress of civi-
lization requires a passage through a phase of 
slavery and all societies must experience it.’50 As 
a Christian, Acton was steeped in the knowl-
edge that historically Christianity had never 
opposed slavery and that there were many pas-
sages of the bible in which it was favourably 
mentioned.51 Acton’s conscience allowed him 
to believe that the South should and would 
come to abolish slavery, as had happened in 
most Union states and elsewhere, as attitudes 
and working conditions changed. But, in judg-
ing the actions of the Union government dur-
ing the war and the e1ects of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, Acton believed emancipation 
had been ‘an act of war, not of statesmanship, or 
humanity. They have treated the slave owner 
as the enemy, and have used the slave as an 
instrument for his destruction. They have not 
protected the white man from the vengeance 
of barbarians, nor the black man from the piti-
less cruelty of a selfish civilisation.’52 In Him-
melfarb’s words, for Acton the ‘collapse of the 
Union came about when the North added to 
the iniquities of democracy the fanatical intol-
erance of an idea, the idea of abolitionism.’53

This verdict, delivered as it was in 1866, has 
been viewed by some biographers of Acton to 
have lacked su6cient distance and perspective 
from the events of the Civil War. They see a 
mellowing of opinion across a range of Acton’s 
thinking on America, liberty and democracy, 
but he remained a critic of pure democracy and 
the tyranny of the majority throughout his 
life. Some of Acton’s worst fears for American 
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democracy were not realised but he 
stuck to his ideas on state authority and 
personal liberty. For Acton, as Clausen 
has pointed out, absolute power cor-
rupts democracy as surely as any other 
sort of government.54 

Commerce, conscience and 
constitutions
The motivations of these two con-
trasting Liberals in supporting the 
Confederate cause sprang from their 
di1erent careers and political inter-
ests. Lindsay, the man of international 
commerce, typified the dogmatic 
commitment to the principle of free 
trade of the nineteenth-century Lib-
eral Party and the business commu-
nity’s pragmatic response to the war. 
Lindsay would have been aware, from 
his commercial activities and his own 
visit to the Southern states, that the 
area was centre of capitalist growth, 
with a vast internal infrastructure of 
railroads, warehousing, ports, and 
shipping concerns based on cotton 
production which he felt was threat-
ened by Northern actions on tari1s. 
From his statements in parliament, 
we know that he felt the Union was 
unreasonably aggressive and that he 
feared the damage to trade and pros-
perity which would and did come 
from war. Acton represented a more 
philosophical Whig concern with 
the concepts of liberty (often more 
enthusiastically applied overseas than 
in the United Kingdom). Acton’s 
sympathies for the Southern plan-
tocracy may have reflected his own 
privileged, landed, and aristocratic 
heritage; and his willingness to put 
aside his own rejection of slavery was 
clearly influenced by his knowledge 
of Biblical references and his stud-
ies of liberty. As he wrote in 1881 to 
Mary Gladstone, ‘The law of liberty 
tends to abolish the reign of race over 
race, faith over faith, class over class.’ 
Acton took an intellectual view of 
the struggles over states’ rights and 
the wording and meaning of consti-
tutions. The positions Lindsay and 
Acton took were not taken up by the 
majority of other Liberal MPs, who 
increasingly came to regard the Civil 
War as a crusade against slavery. 

Lindsay’s interventions in parliament 
made little impact. Acton did not 
really make his views known widely 
until after the war ended. While Lib-
eral colleagues may have shared an 
element of pragmatic support for 
British intervention on economic 
or humanitarian grounds in the first 
years of the war, the Emancipation 
Proclamation and the gradual turn-
ing of the tide of war in favour of the 
Union helped solidify support for an 
ending of the war in a victory for the 
North and the abolition of slavery. 
However, even at the end, Liberal 
opinion remained divided. The Man-
chester Guardian editorial of 27 April 
1865, in the immediate aftermath of 
the assassination of President Lincoln, 
contained the words: ‘of [Lincoln’s] 
rule we can never speak except as a 
series of acts abhorrent to every true 
notion of constitutional right and 
human liberty.’55 It is hard to imagine 
Lindsay and Acton dissenting from 
such an assessment. 

Graham Lippiatt is a contributing editor to 
the Journal of Liberal History.
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