
Introduction

Although Thomas Hill Green (1836–1882) was classified as an
idealist thinker, most commentators noticed that his idealism
was quite atypical. Seth, following Balfour’s footsteps, already
realized the oddness of Green’s dialectic.1 According to Milne,
the notion of the concrete universal, which the British idealists
took over from Hegel, revealed a certain ambiguity in their
work.2 As a result of its ambiguous character, if Green’s politi-
cal philosophy has usually been investigated in the light of its
relationship with idealism,3 continuity with the previous Brit-
ish tradition has not been denied.4 At the same time, those
who, like Milne, Plamenatz and Mabbott, pointed out that
there was a mingling of hedonism and idealism in Green, cor-
roborated Collingwood’s view of the autochthonous character
of British idealism.5 Similarly, Monro argued that Green’s con-
ception of general will was not incompatible with a utilitarian
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compromise which resulted from a multiplicity of contrasting
interests cementing themselves through tradition and cus-
tom.6 Alessandro Passerin d’Entrèves emphasised the inade-
quacy of an interpretation of Green’s political philosophy
which exaggerated its idealism.7 In this vein, Pringle-
Pattison’s judgement, dating back to the end of the nine-
teenth-century, appears to be quite insightful. He observed
that:

It is a serious mistake to suppose that, in Green, for example, we
have simply a revival of Kant, or a revival of Hegel, or a combina-
tion of the two. Materials certainly have been drawn from both
these thinkers; but the result is a type of thought which has never
existed before, and of which it is absurd, therefore, to speak as an
importation from Germany.8

Almost everybody agreed that Green’s relationship with Ger-
man idealism, and particularly with Hegel, was a very contro-
versial one.

Whilst those who favoured Green’s inclination to justify
State intervention affirmed that Kant’s influence was more
important than that of Hegel,9 critics like Berlin claimed that
Green added a religious dimension which made Hegel’s posi-
tion much more dangerous as regards the problem of free-
dom.10 Richter had reduced Green’s liberalism to a surrogate
faith.11 Richter realized that religion was a key element for
understanding Green’s connection with idealism, but he
missed the point. Richter correctly stated that Green saw in
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“Philosophical Idealism, the fulfilment and correction of Puri-
tanism.”12 However, Richter overlooked that the Puritan ele-
ment was to be viewed as an instrument that could make a
foreign philosophy which was considered abstract and
authoritarian, more liberal and democratic. Consistently with
this hypothesis, it seems as if Green sifted German idealism
with a particular target in sight, because he was able to pick
out what he needed to preserve and to reject what he did not.

Though some scholars showed themselves aware of the
importance of the link between Green’s idealism and
protestant theology,13 the connection between the Puritan
background of Green and his idealism has not been examined.
At the same time, it was almost universally recognized that
Puritanism was a theme which underpinned Green’s political
thought. His contemporaries noted this too. One fellow mem-
ber of the Old Mortality Essay Society in the early 1860s
reported that “T. H. Green preached Hegel, with the accent of a
Puritan.”14 Richter himself admitted that Puritanism played
an important role in the formation of Green’s ideas, and
Frosini confirmed that Green owed much to Puritanism.15

The present study deals with the complex relationship
between Puritanism and idealism in Green’s thought. The
book aims to prove that Green’s main purpose was to promote
the achievement of democracy in his own country, and that he
used Puritanism in order to make German idealism consistent
with English democracy. For Green, the anti-formalist attitude
which characterized Puritanism stemmed from a quite con-
crete way of living and thinking which could be set in
opposition to the abstractness of German idealism. It is worth
remembering the judgement of John Addington Symonds on
the nature of Green’s Puritanism. Symonds, who was not only
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one of Green’s closest friends but also his brother-in-law,
wrote that Green had taught him that the principles of democ-
racy and socialism were active factors in modern politics
which had to be accepted as actualities, and that they should
not be taken up in any revolutionary or extreme way but
grasped with “the spirit of a philosophical Puritan & a Chris-
tian who loved his fellow-men.”16

In this sense, though Puritanism was viewed as similar to
that typical English background from which empiricism also
sprang, yet its main concern was that facts should not be
accepted as the sole reality. On the other hand, in Green’s eyes,
idealism too, despite moving from a viewpoint antithetical to
that of empiricism, flowed into a passive acceptance of facts. In
Green’s analysis, Puritanism was a useful tool which could
remedy the defects both of empiricism and idealism. Empiri-
cism needed to be freed from its tendency to be the prisoner of
facts, while idealism needed to be emancipated from its incli-
nation to sanctify facts. Facts formed the focus of Green’s posi-
tion, but both extreme views, empiricism and idealism, should
be avoided and Puritanism was to contribute to this end.
Accordingly, that anti-formalist view from which the saints
drew their inspiration during the Commonwealth, could be
very helpful.17 Because Puritanism attached more importance
to substance than to forms, it could help preserve the best of
both empiricism and idealism. Indeed, Green particularly
appreciated the Puritan rejection of formality because it meant
that institutions should not be treated as absolute: the invisible
church always comes first.18

Nevertheless, Green was well aware that a revived Puritan-
ism had to be of a very different kind from that of the seven-
teenth-century. According to him, the Independents or
Congregationalists, the leading sect in the seventeenth cen-
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tury revolution, could be remembered as champions of tolera-
tion and their example could inspire the policy of those who in
the nineteenth century were still fighting for religious liberty.
Yet the Independents had not managed to be tolerant in their
own age. In the same way, the Levellers’ ideas were intrinsi-
cally democratic but the Levellers themselves were bound by
the conditions of their own times and did not always think or
act democratically. Both the Independents and the Levellers
were unable to put their ideals into practice, Green judged,
because they lacked a proper philosophy. The Puritan philoso-
phy was condemned to give rise to nondemocratic govern-
ments: it sanctioned the supremacy of both an elite and a
dictator. In Green’s view, therefore, the accomplishment of the
Puritan revolution required that toleration and democracy be
embodied in a new philosophy.

Already in his undergraduate essays, Green seemed to offer
the teaching of Hume in a new form. Empiricism resulted in
scepticism and, for Green, that could have caused the collapse
of the young English democracy. Nonetheless, the common
sense that lay at the basis of Hume’s position had to be pre-
served. According to Green, it was a matter of marrying
empiricism with the urge for improvement which came from a
genuine religious belief. At the same time Green had to turn
idealism into a vehicle of the Puritan anti-formalist attitude. I
aim to prove that for Green, Puritanism could be regarded as
an instrument which could avoid what he considered a risk:
the excessive abstractness of German idealism. As Maurice
Mandelbaum suggested in Man, History and Reason, Green
found important those aspects of Fichte’s philosophy showing
the impossibility of conceiving a self independently of the
empirical world.19 But, as Nettleship reported, Green read
more of Fichte only in his later years.20 On the other hand,
Green knew that abstractness was indicative of an anti-demo-
cratic attitude. I intend to show how Green avoided that by
turning to F. C. Baur. Green said that Baur was nearly the most
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instructive writer he ever met with.21 It was Baur who accused
Hegel of having separated “matter” and “form”: the idea was
not prior to history, history was prior to the idea.

Green did not doubt that German idealism stemmed from
the Lutheran Reformation, and he took it for granted that an
idealism engendered by the Puritan revolution would be of a
very different kind. Hegel deployed his position along lines
laid down by Luther, so it had been adapted to a tradition
which originated in another context. Almost from its begin-
ning the Lutheran Reformation did not distinguish between
church and state, seen as two faces of the same spiritual organ-
ism. Both Luther and Calvin claimed the primacy of the
Ecclesia Invisibilis, but the former was unable to defend his
viewpoint. Indeed Green was convinced that the reality of nei-
ther church nor state could correspond to the idea and that,
despite its permeating strength, German thought was des-
tined to reveal itself as a powerless tool. By contrast, the popu-
lar feeling out of which the Reformation arose in England was
one of rebellion against any institutional interference in reli-
gion. The English Reformation was based on Calvin’s doc-
trine, which was more akin than Luther’s to a practical and
commercial bent which nourished a sense of personal freedom
and independence fully compatible with a republican spirit.
That spirit would be fostered by the influence of the Puritan
revolution.

Green’s interpretation of the relationship between “matter”
and “form” was thoroughly congruous with a political theol-
ogy which, by bearing witness to a God who is in the world but
not of it, aimed at reaffirming the pre-eminence of the invisible
church. It followed that institutions, above all the state, cannot
arrogate to themselves a right to prescribe right and wrong in
such an abstract and absolute way as to set aside what is going
on among ordinary people. Ordinary people are more willing
to compromise and less inclined to unreasonable quarrels
about speculations. Green knew that both Puritan philosophy
and Hegelian idealism were prone to ignore the sufferings of
ordinary people.

Nevertheless, like Tocqueville and J.S. Mill, Green was
aware of the risk that the advent of a mass democracy might
make it acceptable for individuals to be unscrupulous and
bend the world to their own satisfaction. For that reason,
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unlike Victorian novelists, he believed that that sociability
which flourishes from sharing the same destiny was not only
an escape route from evil but also a constitutive element of a
personality whose ripening (self-realization) was assured by a
spiritual agent (the eternal consciousness).

I examine here Green’s position with regard to the theme of
exceptional individuality, arguing that he shared with J. S.
Mill the viewpoint that the corruption of democracy could be
alleviated by an individual able to resist the force of circum-
stances, whenever this force boosts egoism and lack of respect
for others. Circumstances play an important role in the mould-
ing of character, but they are not decisive. Green’s support for
democracy made him sharply critical of Carlyle’s intention of
reviving the Puritan past by resorting to the leadership of
heroes. To Carlyle’s hero, Green opposed his Puritan excep-
tional individuality, which in the seventeenth century revolu-
tion was exemplified above all by the saints: Cromwell and
Vane. They were against any dogmatism, persuaded that the
invisible church was more important than the institutional
one. If Cromwell and Vane were right about dogmatism,
Green judged that they were mistaken on another matter: they
regarded themselves as uninfluenced by historical circum-
stances. It followed that Green’s exceptional individuality, the
philosopher-saint, despite preserving the anti-formalist atti-
tude of the Puritans, would be based on a philosophy that was
much more concrete and historical than Puritan philosophy.
As an instance, the philosopher-saint, unlike the Puritan
saints, did not reject every kind of dogma but only the ten-
dency to see it in a definitive form. Only in this way could the
Puritan liberal and democratic ideals be put into practice.

Green’s Puritan democracy was deeply imbued with com-
mon sense. On Green’s interpretation, democracy came from
that peculiar religious sense first exported to America by the
Pilgrim Fathers and strengthened by the Puritan revolution.
Puritanism was so embedded in common sense that it was
only through common sense that changes could be effected.
For that reason, conscience was viewed as an organ by means
of which both common sense and the Divine can reveal them-
selves; and the people were the medium between these two
terms. No abstract plan would have interfered with the
expression of common sense. On the other hand, to the extent
political power distanced itself from common sense, the basis
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of its authority would be weakened and, as a consequence, it
would have to resort more and more to force rather than con-
sent. At the same time, common sense was not destined to per-
petuate itself in the same form but to grow and mature, and
political power had to change according to this evolution.

This book aims to demonstrate that democracy, as Green
knew it, should be understood only as the latest product of
common sense and, for that reason, it could not be regarded as
a final form either. Green was well aware of this, and this is
probably why he was not particularly interested in the forms
of democracy. My work shows how Green’s conception of
democracy, stemming from a common sense enlivened by a
rational will which reflected the Puritan primacy of the spirit,
implied at least three principles: a) conscience should not to be
interfered with, because it bears witness to the expression of
common sense and the Divine; b) every push coming from
below should not only be encouraged, but considered a neces-
sary element to develope common sense; c) the people is more
likely to be able to express such common sense if it is associ-
ated.

Accordingly the structure of the book is as follows. Chapter
I shows how Puritanism was a theme underpinning Green’s
position from its beginnings and influencing its whole devel-
opment. I establish that the typical anti-formalist attitude
which lies at the basis of Puritanism was the main factor which
led Green to realize that both idealism and empiricism had to
be amended. At the same time, I show how Puritanism
grounded Green’s effort to mediate between empiricism and
idealism. By way of illustration, Green’s judgment on India
already bore witness to his conviction of the necessity to con-
ciliate idealism and empiricism with an evident religious goal
in view. Chapter II deepens the analysis of Green’s reception
of Puritanism. The chapter starts from Green’s elaboration of
the concept of exceptional individuality, and is intended to
show how Green, through his concept of exceptional individu-
ality, reacted against the risk that egoism was further encour-
aged by the advent of a mass society which, as novels attested,
would have sanctioned the death of the aristocratic hero. Fur-
ther, exceptional individuality is a Puritan theme bound to be
revisited by Green in the light of his new philosophy. In this
vein, the key objective of the chapter is to illustrate how Baur
was Green’s main philosophical point of reference, which led
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him to a new interpretation of Puritanism. Thanks to Baur
Green seemed to be persuaded of the possibility of accom-
plishing the Puritan revolution. Green’s Four Lectures on the
English Revolution can be regarded, therefore, as a sort of mani-
festo expounding his political project.

This is complemented by the study of the impact of Green’s
political project on reality, that is, by the detailed examination
of his political activity contained in Chapter III. This chapter
uses Green’s political biography as a lens through which to
view how Green’s political ideas came from his new philoso-
phy and how his political activity was influenced by it. In his
public speeches Green did not seem to be very interested in
arguing about the forms of democracy. I intend to prove here
that Green’s political activity was mainly concerned with
avoiding the risk that conscience, as far as it is a vehicle both of
common sense and the Divine, would be interfered with by
political power, and to demonstrate that Green thought the
progress of common sense would be checked by obstacles
which hindered the growth of morality on the part of the most
disadvantaged. From this perspective, the chapter identifies
the Land and the Liquor Questions as two central problems
which had to be tackled in order to avoid the risk that the
Divine, which makes common sense ripen, would dry up. In
addition, I establish that education was in Green’s view the
only means by which such a conceived common sense could
grow and mature without interfering with conscience. This
chapter also sets out to show how, for Green, people are more
likely to express common sense if they are associated, and how
those who rejected democracy were always bent on prevent-
ing them from associating.

Chapter IV compares Green’s conception of political obliga-
tion with his philosophy, illustrating how in Greens’ position
there is no interruption between philosophy and practice. J.S.
Mill, despite admitting the lack of a general theory on state
intervention, thought it was better to refrain from formulating
such a theory. Hegel, on the other hand, stated that English
backwardness came just from the fact that the English were
unable to overcome the level of particularities. I argue that
Green saw a third way — which I term the Puritan way — and
that accordingly he thought it was possible to find an exit from
the impasse which troubled English champions of democracy.
This chapter claims that Green’s conception of political obliga-
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tion stemmed from a teleological view like Vane’s rather than
from Kantian formalism. Green’s distinction between positive
and negative freedom itself owes much to Vane. In the light of
the third Puritan way thought up by Green, this chapter pro-
vides an examination of various questions concerning politi-
cal obligation, and shows that many inconsistencies in Green’s
position usually identified by commentators are not
inconsistencies at all. Green himself did not do enough to
explain his unusual viewpoint. Indeed, because it aims to
mediate between empiricism and idealism with a religious
target in view, Green’s political philosophy can be rightly
regarded as unprecedented in the English philosophical
tradition.
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