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“Research Note: T. H. Green's Theory of Sovereignty”

<Summary>

Nobunaga Honma

This research note deals with Thomas Hill Green’s theory of sovereignty, par-
ticularly focusing on section 32 through section 112 of his “Lectures on the Prin-
ciples of Political Obligation,” and tries to clarify from the very intricate writing of
Green’s his concept of sovereignty.

Green constructs his theory of sovereignty by criticizing such thinkers as Spinoza,
Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Austin, so this research note will trace his criticism to
arrive at his version of sovereignty. After grasping Green’s theory of sovereignty,
attention is paid to its difference from the theory of sovereignty of Locke, and from
that of Rousseau.

Special emphasis is put on the fact that Green, qualifying the sovereignty by “the
common good”, went so far as to state not just the right of resistance but the duty of
resistance.

Green starts his argument of sovergignty with the discussion of the way in which
the word, rights, is used in Britain. His concern is that the word is used as if it were
automatically derived from the person without regard for the character of the person,
or without regard for the social aspect of the rights.

Then, Green set forth his argument on the sovereignty, criticizing previous theo-
Tists.

Green takes up Spinoza first, for he thought that Spinoza was successful in con-
structing the concept of the sovereignty and that of rights in a consistent manner. Yet,
when it comes to the purpose of the sovereignty, Spinoza starts to include what his
presuppositions do not allow. So Green finds Spinoza self-contradicting,

Then Green moves on to Hobbes and Lock, both of whom are dismissed by
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Green because they rely on imaginary contract by all with all, and, with Locke, be-
cause of inapplicability of his theory in reality.

Green pays close attention to Rousseau since he thinks that Rousseau regards
“general will” as the sovereign. Green finds it important that in Rousseau the sover-
eignty that rests not on the force but on the general will appears. Yet, Rousseau’s
theory also has the problem of practical applicability.

To supplement Rousseau’s weakness, Green turns to Austin’s definition of the
sovereignty and calls it “the ostensible sovereign[ty]”. Green combines “the osten-
sible sovereignty” aspect and general-will-based sovereignty aspect in his concept of
sovereignty. By so doing Green secures the room for the concept of sovereignty
based on the general will, and leaves it to the people to render “the costensible sover-
eign” more the embodiment of the general will.

As it is left to the people to have better embodiment of the general will assume
the position of “the ostensible sovereign,” Green sets forth the duty of resistance.
Green explains various cases where conscientious citizen should resist. Green'’s ar-
gument on the criteria by which one should judge whether to resist or not does not
seem exhaustive if we look for a kind of prescription for action and inaction in such
cases. Rather, Green only provides a kind of motivism. Understanding this seem-
ingly shrinking conclusion of Green’s argument on resistance has been a puzzling
task to those who try to interpret it,

One interpretation proposed in this essay is that Green’s involved style, not very
crisp te be sure, is only a reflection of his awareness that there is no room for pre-
scribed program in the area of political action, which always requires judgements by
individual persons of the time, and whose consequences must necessarily be judged
afterwards, and that the fact Green only provided a kind of motivism is in consis-

tency with such awareness.



