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A New Interpretation of John Stuart Mill’s Theory of Freedom

of Thought and Discussion
Zhang Jiliang (Tianjin Normal University)

Abstract; This essay aims at exploring the relationship between Mill’s theory of freedom of thought and discussion and his
theory of individuality. In his On Liberty, Mill analyzes the importance of freedom of thought and discussion. He links the
freedom of thought and discussion with social progression. In particular, he suggests that human being cannot obtain truth
without that freedom. Then, if human society lacks truth, Mill argues, it will lack the initiatives of progress. In short,
Mill holds that the freedom of thought and discussion is the key factor of promoting social progression. Many authors have
explicitly or implicitly mentioned such point. However, few people have ever discussed the relationship between Mill” s
theory of freedom of thought and discussion and his theory of individuality, although several scholars have criticized that
Mill’s silence on such relationship reflects that there is some contradiction in his On Liberty, for Mill actually admits there
are two independent themes in that book.

This author does not admit there are two themes in On Liberty. Above all, Mill has repeated that On Liberty is
always under revision by his wife and him. Therefore, this author will argue that if we read On Liberty carefully. especially
the second and the third chapters, we will find that there is close relation between Mill’s theory of freedom of thought and
discussion and his theory of individuality.

This essay consists of three sections. Section one will firstly study an important question: why does Mill spend a great
length of On Liberty discussing freedom of thought and discussion? The reason is that that freedom is beneficial to the
appearance of truth which is the motor of social progression. In short, if we put Mill’s freedom of thought and discussion
under his theory of history, we will understand why he takes great strength to emphasize the importance of it. If we can
understand the importance of freedom of thought and discussion in Mill”s thought, we still cannot explain why Mill only
focuses on that theme in Chapter two of On Liberty and why he spends the remaining length of that book discussing the
theme of individuality without taking about freedom of thought and discussion. Then, section two of this essay will
carefully establish the linkage between such two themes, that is, the theme of truth and that of individuality. Firstly, this
author explores Mill”s definition of individuality and his ideas of the conditions of developing it. Secondly, based on that.,
this author connects such definition and the conditions with Mill’ s three points for freedom of thought and discussion.
Concretely, there are close relations between Mill’s idea that people’s belief is not infallible and his idea that individuality
means people should choose their living plan for themselves, and between his idea that people’s beliefs usually contain
partial truth and his idea that traditional living plan is good for common people. But it cannot satisfy the person who
potentially owns great individuality; and between his idea that if an idea is correct, people should still let others challenge it
and his idea that developing one’s own individuality requires his great rationality. Section three is conclusion of this essay.
In this section. this author argues that the theme of individuality implicitly conceals in Mill”s theories of freedom of thought
and discussion. And, being like the role of truth, the role of individuality is also to promote the social progression. In other
words, we cannot fully understand both of Mill” s theory of freedom of thought and discussion and his freedom of
individuality, if we do not put such two theories under his theory of history.
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