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The Utility of Religion
John Stuart Mill

…Let us then consider, what it is in human nature which causes it to require a religion; what 
wants of the human mind religion supplies, and what qualities it developes. When we have 
understood this, we shall be better able to judge, how far these wants can be otherwise supplied 
and those qualities, or qualities equivalent to them, unfolded and brought to perfection by other 
means. 

The old saying, Primus in orbe Deos fecit timor, I hold to be untrue, or to contain, at most, 
only a small amount of truth. Belief in Gods had, I conceive, even in the rudest minds, a more 
honourable origin. Its universality has been very rationally explained from the spontaneous 
tendency of the mind to attribute life and volition, similar to what it feels in itself, to all natural 
objects and phenomena which appear to be self-moving. This was a plausible fancy, and no 
better theory could be formed at first. It was naturally persisted in so long as the motions and 
operations of these objects seemed to be arbitrary, and incapable of being accounted for but 
by the free choice of the Power itself. At first, no doubt, the objects themselves were supposed 
to be alive; and this belief still subsists among African fetish-worshippers. But as it must soon 
have appeared absurd that things which could do so much more than man, could not or would 
not do what man does, as for example to speak, the transition was made to supposing that the 
object present to the senses was inanimate, but was the creature and instrument of an invisible 
being with a form and organs similar to the human. 

These beings having first been believed in, fear of them necessarily followed; since they 
were thought able to inflict at pleasure on human beings great evils, which the sufferers neither 
knew how to avert nor to foresee, but were left dependent, for their chances of doing either, 
upon solicitations addressed to the deities themselves. It is true, therefore, that fear had much to 
do with religion: but belief in the Gods evidently preceded, and did not arise from fear: though 
the fear, when established, was a strong support to the belief, nothing being conceived to be so 
great an offence to the divinities as any doubt of their existence. 

It is unnecessary to prosecute further the natural history of religion, as we have not here 
to account for, its origin in rude minds, but for its persistency in the cultivated, A sufficient 
explanation of this will, I conceive, be found in the small limits of man’s certain, knowledge, 
and the boundlessness of his desire to know. Human existence is girt round with mystery: the 
narrow region of our experience is a small island in the midst of a boundless sea, which at once 
awes our feelings and stimulates our imagination by its vastness and its obscurity. To add to 
the mystery, the domain of our earthly existence is not only an island in infinite space, but also 
in infinite time. The past and the future are alike shrouded from us: we neither know the origin 
of anything which is, nor, its final destination. If we feel deeply interested in knowing that 
there are myriads of worlds at an immeasurable, and to our faculties inconceivable, distance 
from us in space; if we are eager to discover what little we can about these worlds, and when 
we cannot know what they are, can never satiate ourselves with speculating on what they 
may be; is it not a matter of far deeper interest to us to learn, or even to conjecture, from 
whence came this nearer world which we inhabit; what cause or agency made it what it is, 
and on what powers depend its future fate? Who would not desire this more ardently than any 
other conceivable knowledge, so long as there appeared the slightest hope of attaining it? What 
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would not one give for any credible tidings from that mysterious region, any glimpse into it 
which might enable us to see the smallest light through its darkness, especially any theory of it 
which we could believe, and which represented it as tenanted by a benignant and not a hostile 
influence? But since we are able to penetrate into that region with the imagination only, assisted 
by specious but inconclusive analogies derived from human agency and design, imagination is 
free to fill up the vacancy with the imagery most congenial to itself; sublime and elevating if it 
be a lofty imagination low and mean if it be a grovelling one. 

Religion and poetry address themselves, at least in one of their aspects, to the same part 
of the human constitution: they both supply the same want, that of ideal conceptions grander 
and more beautiful than we see realized in the prose of human life. Religion, as distinguished 
from poetry, is the product of the craving to know whether these imaginative conceptions have 
realities answering to them in some other world than ours. The mind, in this state, eagerly 
catches at any rumours respecting other worlds, especially when delivered by persons whom 
it deems, wiser than itself. To the poetry of the supernatural, comes to be thus added a positive 
belief and expectation, which unpoetical minds can share with the poetical. Belief in a God or 
Gods, and in a life after death becomes the canvas which every mind, according to its capacity, 
covers with such ideal pictures as it can either invent or copy. In that other life each hopes to 
find the good which he has failed to find on earth, or the better which is suggested to him by the 
good which on earth he has partially seen and known, More especially, this belief supplies the 
finer minds with material for conceptions of beings more awful than they can have known on 
earth, and more excellent than they probably have known. So long as human life is insufficient 
to satisfy human aspirations, so long there will be a craving for higher things, which finds its 
most obvious satisfaction in religion. So long as earthly life is full of sufferings, so long there 
will be need of consolations, which the hope of heaven affords to the selfish, the love of God 
to the tender and grateful. 

The value, therefore, of religion to the individual, both in the past and present, as a source 
of personal satisfaction and of elevated feelings, is not to be disputed. But it has still to be 
considered, whether in order to obtain this good, it is necessary to travel beyond the boundaries 
of the world which we inhabit; or whether the idealization of our earthly life, the cultivation of 
a high conception of what it may be made, is not capable of supplying a poetry, and, in the best 
sense of the word, a religion, equally fitted to exalt the feelings, and (with the same aid from 
education) still better calculated to ennoble the conduct, than any belief respecting the unseen 
powers. 

At the bare suggestion of such a possibility, many will exclaim, that the short duration, the 
smallness and insignificance of life, if there is no prolongation of it beyond what we see, makes 
it impossible that great and elevated feelings can connect themselves with anything laid out on 
so small a scale: that such a conception of life can match with nothing higher than Epicurean 
feelings, and the Epicurean doctrine “Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die.’’ 

Unquestionably, within certain limits, the maxim of the Epicureans is sound, and applicable 
to much higher things than eating and drinking. To make the most of the present for all good 
purposes, those of enjoyment among the rest; to keep under control those mental dispositions 
which lead to undue sacrifice of present good for a future which may never arrive; to cultivate 
the habit of deriving pleasure from things within our reach, rather than from the too eager pursuit 
of objects at a distance; to think all time wasted which is not spent either in personal pleasure 
or in doing things useful to oneself or others; these are wise maxims, and the ``carpe diem’’ 
doctrine, carried thus far, is a rational and legitimate corollary from the shortness of life. But 
that because life is short we should care for nothing beyond it, is not a legitimate conclusion; 
and the supposition, that human beings in general are not capable of feeling deep and even the 
deepest interest in things which they will never live to see, is a view of human nature as false as 
it is abject. Let it be remembered that if individual life is short, the life of the human species is 
not short — its indefinite duration is practically equivalent to endlessness; and being combined 
with indefinite capability of improvement, it offers to the imagination and sympathies a large 
enough object to satisfy any reasonable demand for grandeur of aspiration, If such an object 
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appears small to a mind accustomed to dream of infinite and eternal beatitudes, it will expand 
into far other dimensions when those baseless fancies shall have receded into the past. 

Nor let it be thought that only the more eminent of our species, in mind and heart, are capable 
of identifying their feelings with the entire life of the human race. This noble capability implies 
indeed a certain cultivation, but not superior to that which might be, and certainly will be if 
human improvement continues, the lot of all. Objects far smaller than this, and equally confined 
within the limits of the earth though not within those of a single human life, have been found 
sufficient to inspire large masses and long successions of mankind with an enthusiasm capable 
of ruling the conduct, and colouring the whole life. Rome was to the entire Roman people, 
for many generations as much a religion as Jehovah was to the Jews; nay, much more, for 
they never fell off from their worship as the Jews did from theirs. And the Romans, otherwise 
a selfish people, with no very remarkable faculties of any kind except the purely practical, 
derived nevertheless from this one idea a certain greatness of soul, which manifests itself in all 
,their history where that idea is concerned and nowhere else, and has earned for them the large 
share of admiration, in other respects not at all deserved, which has been felt for them by most 
noble-minded persons from that time to this. 

When we consider how ardent a sentiment, in favourable circumstances of education, the 
love of country has become, we cannot judge it impossible that the love of that larger country, 
the world, may be nursed into similar strength, both as a source of elevated emotion and as a 
principle of duty. He who needs any other lesson on this subject than the whole course of ancient 
history affords, let him read Cicero de Officiis. It cannot be said that the standard of morals laid 
down in that celebrated treatise is a high standard. To our notions it is on many points unduly 
lax, and admits capitulations of conscience. But on the subject of duty to our country there is no 
compromise. That any man, with the smallest pretensions to virtue, could hesitate to sacrifice 
life, reputation, family, everything valuable to him, to the love of country is a supposition which 
this eminent interpreter of Greek and Roman morality cannot entertain for a moment. If, then, 
persons could be trained, as we see they were, not only to believe in theory that, the good of 
their country was an object to which all others ought to yield, but to feel this practically as the 
grand duty of life, so also may they be made to, feel the same absolute obligation towards the 
universal good. A morality grounded on large and wise views of the good of the whole, neither 
sacrificing the individual to the aggregate nor the aggregate to the individual, but giving to duty 
on the one hand and to, freedom and spontaneity on the other their proper province, would 
derive its power in the superior natures. from sympathy and benevolence and the passion for 
ideal excellence: in the inferior, from the same feelings cultivated up to the measure of their 
capacity, with the superadded force of shame. This exalted morality would not depend for its 
ascendancy on any hope of reward; but the reward which might be looked for, and the thought 
of which would be a consolation in suffering, and a support in moments of weakness, would 
not be a problematical future existence, but the approbation, in this, of those whom we respect, 
and ideally of all those, dead or living, whom we admire or venerate. For, the thought that 
our dead parents or friends would have approved our conduct duct is a scarcely less powerful 
motive than the knowledge that our living ones do approve it: and the idea that Socrates, or 
Howard or Washington, or Antoninus, or Christ, would have sympathized with us, or that we 
are attempting to do our part in the spirit in which they did theirs, has operated on the very best 
minds, as a strong incentive to act up to their highest feelings and convictions. 

To call these sentiments by the name morality, exclusively of any other title, is claiming too 
little for them. They are a real religion; of which, as of other religions, outward good works 
(the utmost meaning usually suggested by the word morality) are only a part, and are indeed 
rather the fruits of the religion than the religion itself The essence of religion is the strong and 
earnest direction of the emotions and desires towards an ideal object, recognized as of the 
highest excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfish objects of desire. This condition 
is fulfilled by the Religion of Humanity in as eminent a degree, and in as high a sense, as by 
the supernatural religions even in their best manifestations, and far more so than in any of their 
others. 
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Much more might be added on this topic; but enough has been said to convince any one, who 
can distinguish between the intrinsic capacities of human nature and the forms in which those 
capacities happen to have been historically developed, that the sense of unity with mankind, 
and a deep feeling for the general good, may be cultivated into a sentiment and a principle 
capable of fulfilling every important function of religion and itself justly entitled to the name. 
I will now further maintain, that it is not only capable of fulfilling these functions, but would 
fulfil them better than any form whatever of supernaturalism. It is not only entitled to be called 
a religion: it is a better religion than any of those which are ordinarily called by that title. 

For, in the first place, it is disinterested. It carries the thoughts and feelings out of self, and 
fixes them on an unselfish object, loved and pursued as an end for its own sake. The religions 
which deal in promises and threats regarding a future life, do exactly the contrary: they fasten 
clown the thoughts to the person’s own posthumous interests; they tempt him to regard the 
performance of his duties to others mainly as a means to his own personal salvation; and are 
one of the most serious obstacles to the great purpose of moral culture, the strengthening of 
the unselfish and weakening of the selfish element in our nature; since they hold out to the 
imagination selfish good and evil of such tremendous magnitude, that it is difficult for any 
one who fully believes in their reality, to have feeling or interest to spare for any other distant 
and ideal object. It is true, many of the most unselfish of mankind have been believers in 
supernaturalism, because their minds have not dwelt on the threats and promises of their religion, 
but chiefly on the idea of a Being to whom they looked up with a confiding love, and in whose 
bands they willingly left all that related especially to themselves. But in its effect on common 
minds, what now goes by the name of religion operates mainly through the feelings of self-
interest. Even the Christ of the Gospels holds out the direct promise of reward from heaven as a 
primary inducement to the noble and beautiful beneficence towards our fellow-creatures which 
he so impressively inculcates. This is a radical inferiority of the best supernatural religions, 
compared with the Religion of Humanity; Since the greatest thing which moral influences can 
do for the amelioration of human nature, is to cultivate the unselfish feelings in the only mode 
in which any active principle in human nature can be effectually cultivated, namely by habitual 
exercise: but the habit of expecting to be rewarded in another life for our conduct in this, makes 
even virtue itself no longer an exercise of the unselfish feelings. 

Secondly, it is an immense abatement from the worth of the old religions as means of 
elevating and improving human character, that it is nearly, if not quite impossible for them 
to produce their best moral effects, unless we suppose a certain torpidity, if not positive twist 
in the intellectual faculties. For it is impossible that any one who habitually thinks, and who 
is unable to blunt his inquiring intellect by sophistry, should be able without misgiving to go 
on ascribing absolute perfection to the author and ruler of so clumsily made and capriciously 
governed a creation as this planet and the life of its inhabitants. The adoration of such a being 
cannot be with the whole heart, unless the heart is first considerably sophisticated. The worship 
must either be greatly overclouded by doubt, and occasionally quite darkened by it, or the moral 
sentiments must sink to the low level of the ordinances of Nature: the worshipper must learn 
to think blind partiality, atrocious cruelty, and reckless injustice, not blemishes in an object of 
worship, since all these abound to excess in the commonest phenomena of Nature. It is true, 
the God who is worshipped is not, generally speaking, the God of Nature only, but also the 
God of some revelation; and the character of the revelation will greatly modify and, it may be, 
improve the moral influences of the religion. This is emphatically true of Christianity; since the 
Author of the Sermon on the Mount is assuredly a far more benignant Being than the Author of 
Nature. But unfortunately, the believer in the christian revelation is obliged to believe that the 
same being is the author of both. This, unless he resolutely averts his mind from the subject, 
or practises the act of quieting his conscience by sophistry, involves him in moral perplexities 
without end; since the ways of his Deity in Nature are on many occasions totally at variance 
with the precepts, as lie believes, of the same Deity in the Gospel. He who comes out with least 
moral damage from this embarrassment, is probably the one who never attempts to reconcile 
the two standards with one another, but confesses to himself that the purposes of Providence 
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are mysterious, that its ways are not our ways, that its justice and goodness are not the justice 
and goodness which we can conceive and which it befits us to practise. When, however, this 
is the feeling of the believer, the worship of the Deity ceases to be the adoration of abstract 
moral perfection. It becomes the bowing down to a gigantic image of something not fit for us 
to imitate. It is the worship of power only…. 
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