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86. T. H. GREEN: Liberal Legislation or Freedom of Contract,
a Lecture given at Leicester, 1881 

[T. H. Green (1836--82), the leading representative of the English 
idealist school of philosophy, was a Fellow of Balliol, 1860-78, and then, 
until his death in 1882, Whyte Professor of Moral Philosophy.] 

We shall probably all agree that freedom, rightly under
stood, is the greatest of blessings; that its attainment. is the 
true end of all our efforts as citizens. But when we thus speak 
of freedom, we should consider carefully what we mean by 
it. We do not mean merely freedom to do as we. }ike irrespec
tively of what it is that we like. We do· not mean a freedom 
that can be enjoyed by one man or. one set of men at the 
cost of a loss of freedom to others. When we speak of freedom 
as something to be so highly prized, we mean a positive 
power or capacity of doing or enjoying something · worth 
doing or enjoying, and that, too, something that we do or 
enjoy in common with others. We mean by it a power which 
each man exercises through the help or security given him 
by his fellow-men, and which he in turn helps to secure for 
them. When we measure the progress of a society by its 
growth in freedom, we measure it by the increasing develop
ment and exercise on the whole of those powers of contri
buting to social good with which we believe the members of 
the society to be endowed; in short, by the greater power 
on the part of the citizens as a body to make the most and 
best of themselves. Thus, though of course there can be no 
freedom among men who act not willingly but under 
compulsion, yet on the other hand the mere removal of 
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them into a state compatible with the free development of 
the human faculties? No one considering the facts can have 
any doubt as to the answer to this question. Left to itself, 
or to the operation of casual benevolence, a degraded 
population perpetuates and increases itself. Read any of the 
authorised accounts, given before royal or parliamentary 
commissions, of the state of the labourers, especially of the 
women and children, as they were in our great industries 
before the lav� was first brought to bear on them, and before 
freedom of contract was first interfered with in them. Ask 
yourself what chance there was of a generation, born and bred 
under such conditions, ever contracting itself out of them. 

Works of T. H. Green, ed. by R. L. Nettleship, 
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