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Introduction 
Since the origin of the state, rulers have used a plethora of methods to obtain 

power and assume authority over their people. Among the methodologies considered, 

institutionalized or state religion throughout history effectively and efficiently controls 

the morals, social norms, and legal structure of the state more so than many other means.1 

In doing this, political or religious leaders can harness the immense power religion has 

over the masses. In order to best understand how effective religion is at coercing the 

masses to obey the state, I will examine the development and use of religious doctrine as 

a means for control within the conception of two Utopian societies. This thesis will first 

investigate Plato’s Republic, which, arguably, is the first attempt ever at conceptualizing 

an ideal state. Second, I will analyze Utopia by Thomas Moore, who influenced thinking 

on how governments ought to view religion, the state, economic structures, and power 

dynamics within society during the 16th century.  

Both Moore and Plato suggest that societies should use religious doctrine as a as a 

tool to compel people into accepting their ideas of what is morally good and socially 

adequate. After examining Plato’s Republic and Thomas Moore’s Utopia, I found the 

following question to be the most philosophically intriguing: Why is religion the 

 
1Organized religion - a belief system that has large numbers of followers and a set of rules that 
must be followed.  
“Organized religion.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/organized%20religion. 
 
Institutional religion differs from organized religion in the fact that organized religion does not 
involve a tertiary governing body such as a government or body of laws exogenous to their 
religious laws. In some sense, it is the product of religion becoming inseparable from the 
functioning of society and the foundation of institutions.  
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preferred method of control over citizens in these utopian societies and what makes it 

such an effective method of coercion? This is important to answer because it aims to 

explain how exactly religion can be abused to violate the rights of individuals.  

I will first provide key definitions and backgrounds on three sets of terms: utopia 

and its history; religion and its role in utopian philosophy; and finally, coercion and how 

we ought to differentiate it from influence or teaching. In my first chapter, I will examine 

Plato’s Republic to better understand the role religion plays in forcing a good character 

out of citizen. In my second chapter, I will examine Moore’s Utopia and the power 

religion has in limiting the autonomy of individuals. Next, I will provide a personal 

narrative of my experiences growing up in the Bible Belt of the United States, which 

significantly impacted my views about religious coercion. In my conclusion, my thesis 

will aim to analyze what aspects of religion have failed in these idealized societies and 

what it means for religion in our real society.  

I. Defining Utopias and their Function  

How then should we define what a utopia is? What is its function? It is most 

commonly thought that Utopias are theoretical states or societies. Typically, an ideal 

society within an ideal state that consists of perfected systems of law, social status, and 

overall structure. Some may suggest that perfect societies are impossible and not worth 

pursuing. However, discussing utopias in the context of unobtainable or entirely 

theoretical settings would be to discredit the value these conceptions deliver in terms of 

how we should form a society. Plato and Moore constructed these societies because of 

the challenges they faced in their imperfect communities; they saw people act without 
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values and cause destruction that effectively ruined any attempt at living a good life. 

Each of their Utopias delivered an illustration of what would be preferred to the status 

quo. Author Ruth Levitas, who focuses her research on the purpose and function of 

Utopian thought, argues that these idealizations can be explained as much more than just 

thought experiments. In her words, “Thus utopia is seen as presenting some kind of 

goal... At the very least, utopias raise questions about what the goal should be.”2 

Constructing a society like Moore or Plato’s is a shot at creating a society where people 

flourish without worry of basic necessities. 

II. Introduction to the Power of State Religion 

Religious doctrine plays an essential role in the formation of politics and social 

norms of society. Simultaneously, religious ideology consistently appears within the 

structure of a utopia due to religion’s unique ability to control, coerce, and shape every 

aspect and function of society and the life of each individual within a given society.3 

Author Natalie Goldstein explains that “Religion by its nature manifests itself 

individually, personally, and communally.”4 This is the first unique aspect of religion that 

makes it so difficult to disentangle from the state. Religious doctrine can influence and 

pervade every social and personal aspect of one’s being. Individuals could potentially act 

in accordance with religious doctrine in situations that should rather be devoid of 

 
2 Ruth, Levitas, The Concept of Utopia. Austria: Peter Lang, 2010, 6 
3 Ruth Levitas gives us the core utopian novels in her opinion: Plato’s Republic, Thomas More’s 
Utopia, Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis, Thomasso Campanella’s City of the Sun, Étienne Cabet’s 
Voyage en Icarie.  
4 Goldstein, Natalie, Religion and the State. United States: Facts on File, Incorporated, 2010, XII 
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religiosity.5 In modern US society, most people tend to believe there should be some 

separation of church and state. Yet, as Goldstein explains further, “… individuals will or 

may act on their religious convictions in the public and governing arena” which has 

impacts on all citizens regardless of their devotion to the predominant religion or not.6  

A common example would be the application of abortion law in the United States. 

Many arguments for the pro-life movement are founded in grand religious beliefs that 

then effect the shaping of our legal structure. In this way, religion connects to the deepest 

parts of the individual and the community, which is why every state is controlled by 

varying degrees of religious doctrine. States face the inability to disentangle religion from 

the state at the individual and communal levels. As such political and religious leaders 

can continually influence social norms, morality, and legality from their churches.7 In the 

context of utopian philosophy, state-lead religion creates the very moral foundation all 

citizens are required to believe in, or they face the punishments of impiety such as 

ostracization, enslavement or death.  

 

 
5 The most common example of this would be the separation of church and state. Individual 
Justices, judges, or jurors may act on their religious convictions when deciding a matter of justice. 
This gives religious institutions a lot of power when explaining to people when the  
6 Goldstein, Natalie, Religion and the State. United States: Facts on File, Incorporated, 2010, XII 
7 While some may argue that strong communist states (People’s Republic of China/USSR) have 
succeeded in doing this, I contend that some religious influence played an influential role in 
creating the state. In China, for example, Ruist ideals arguably played a role in the individuals’ 
devotion to achieving the state’s goal.  
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III. Coercion vs. Influence  

How then is religion truly coercive in nature and how should we differentiate 

coercion from influence? Prior to claiming something is coercive in nature, it may help to 

conceptualize the relationship in which we are discussing. Picture then, in any power 

dynamic (student, teacher – child, parent – believer, sage) there is an influencing agent 

that desires in some tangible or intangible way to shape the actions or beliefs of the 

target. In power dynamics, the relationship transitions into coercion or undue influence 

through various methods of imposing one’s doctrine onto another being or organization.  

Methodologies vary from situation to situation, but they always exist in a manner 

to legitimize the beliefs and powers of the dominant agent. In religion, specifically 

Abrahamic religions, various methodologies appear that are innate to the doctrine and 

teaching of the religion. For instance, one will always have to confront the legitimizing 

power of sin when examining Christianity, Islam, or Judaism.8 The power or coercive 

nature of sin works as follows: at the end of your life, God will punish you or reward you 

for eternity based on the positive and negative moral actions you made during your life. 

Sin serves as a force that not only afflicts individuals with a guilty conscience but 

threatens their well-being eternally. In many cases, this coerces individuals into accepting 

the religious doctrine of the dominant agent out of fear and shame. The power of sin is 

generally associated with fire and brimstone preaching, which modern Christians would 

say is rather outdated or fundamentalist. However, modern Christians also use a 

legitimizing power to influence the thoughts and beliefs of its followers.  

 
8 Bertram, Raven, “Kurt Lewin Address: Influence, Power, Religion, and the Mechanisms of 
Social Control.” Journal of Social Issues 55 (1999): 161–86. Page 173 
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The legitimizing power of reciprocity is common among many religious 

organizations that preach sacrifice and love.9 The coercion exists as follows: some deity, 

sage, or godlike figure sacrifices something valuable for the world and in return you owe 

them love and undying devotion to their doctrine. In this sense, believers are bound by a 

covenant or moral obligation to adhere to various social or moral laws out of repaying the 

sacrifice their deity made, less they be punished for not holding up their end of the deal. 

While I have provided just two examples, an array of coercive actions exists in all 

religions to legitimize the stance, doctrine, and individual power of each religion. 

IV. Plato and Moore: Why even create utopias?  

Why do Moore and Plato feel the need to develop idealized societies? In some 

regard, it is because they felt the methods of compelling individuals to do good in their 

societies were insufficient. Whether it be through faulty application of legal rules or the 

innate nature of humans to do bad, both saw it necessary to introduce methods of 

compulsion in their idealized societies that impacted people, not just in the physical 

realm, but also in the spiritual realm. Proponents of Plato and Moore could potentially 

argue that the implementation of all-encompassing state religion is absolutely necessary 

for the formation of any entirely moral society.  

Uniquely, Moore and Plato created idealized societies that would be rooted in 

spiritual adherence; people would be impacted forever based on the success or failure 

they experienced during their life on earth. The introduction of this eternal punishment or 

 
9 Bertram, Rave, “Kurt Lewin Address: Influence, Power, Religion….” Page 173  
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reward takes more of a hold on individuals than physical punishments due to the weight 

and severity of those eternal punishments. For example, in a society devoid of religion, 

stealing an apple could theoretically carry a fine or a small sentence of jailtime, while in a 

society ingrained with religion, stealing an apple will carry a fine, jailtime, and the 

weight or fear of incurring the wrath of some divine power. The addition of an eternal 

payout clearly changes the manner in which individuals act in the eyes of Plato and 

Moore.  

As we know, however, different religions and religious institutions today seek to 

impart eternal rewards and punishments upon humans, and we still witness continual 

violations of immorality. Religion, in reality, is not the only factor that can control and 

coerce people into behaving properly, and Moore and Plato provide a clear understanding 

of this notion in each of their writings. Their use of religion raises interesting thoughts 

about the power it has over individuals and to what extent the state or institutions should 

impose their beliefs in a regulated fashion over individuals. Throughout this thesis, I will 

explore how Moore and Plato use spirituality to develop institutionalized religion to 

systematically coerce and compel citizens into obeying religious definitions of moral 

good. In addition, I will continue to explore how religion interacts with the state and the 

power religion holds in our society.  

Chapter 1: Coercing Citizens to Achieve Good within Plato’s Republic 
For Chapter 1, I will start by presenting a thorough analysis of Plato’s view of 

religious belief in Books I, II, and X of the Republic. This will provide direct context for 

instances where state religion and the relating issues surface. My summary will aim to 



Gastineau 9 
 

show instances where religion connects to the nature of justice within discussion and 

occurrences of forced or coerced good through desire to adhere to religion. Next, I will 

set up Plato’s State religion and methodology of compulsion through the analysis of 

experts Christopher Shields and Mark Reuter, who provide robust explanations on how 

Plato formulates legitimizing powers so individuals will obey the state religion. In the 

final section of this chapter, I will draw on the aforementioned elements to illustrate how 

exactly Plato and his compatriots control society through religion. 

1.1 Book I: Just People are Friends of the Gods  

In the exposition of the Republic, we find the great Socrates and his companion 

Glaucon journeying to Piraeus, so that they might be able to pay homage to the gods 

during a festival.10 After, they are promptly invited to join in discussion with a group of 

prominent, young philosophers. The ensuing conversations make up the entirety of the 

Republic including one of the first conceptions of an idealized state, the nature of justice 

and how we ought to define various virtues.  

In Book I, Socrates engages with a variety of characters, who challenge him on 

several topics from what we learn from being old and how we ought to define justice. 

The first discussion comes from the host of the party, Cephalus. He explains the most 

important thing he learned in his old age is to live a good-natured life according to the 

gods rather than to clamber to wealth. The wisdom imparted, however, is seemingly 

rooted in fear instead of goodness for its own sake. In fear of death Cephalus explains 

 
10 It is important for Plato to note the setting of the Republic. Socrates’ eventually execution is 
due to his “religious impiety,” yet he is at a festival to honor the gods.  
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that as anyone nears the end of life, they become frightened that “…. The stories told 

about Hades, that a person who has been unjust here must pay the penalty there…. [those 

stories] Twist his [humans] soul this way and that for fear they are true.”11 In his old age, 

Cephalus explains that he contemplates this more and fears he has not lived up to the 

expectations set by the gods, which is something each person must confront. In response, 

Socrates instantly starts down the route of attempting to define justice so that we might 

know the nature we must abide by to know goodness. The discussion continues between 

Polemarch and Socrates as Cephalus excuses himself because he must make a sacrifice to 

the gods.12 Polemarch carries on with Socrates for some time before an enraged 

Thrasymachus begins a harangue of insults upon Socrates; subsequently, the two begin a 

lengthy discussion on the nature of justice with Thrasymachus first proposing that justice 

is simply “what is advantageous to the strong.”13 Though through some lengthy logic, 

Socrates explains that nobody rules for their own self-entitlement, but rather as 

“something compulsory” because they fear others are unfit to rule better than themselves, 

not out of goodness.14 At the end of Book 1, both philosophers agree that a ruler would 

rule because they are wise and good within their soul, justice is more beneficial and 

preferred to injustice, and that those who are just are also favorable in the eyes of the 

gods because of their ability to abide by their nature.15 

 
11 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc, 
2012. 330d. 
For all of my citations, I will be using Stephanus paginations created by Henricus Stephanus in 
his edited editions of all of Plato’s work in 1578.  
12 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 331d. 
13 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 338b. 
14 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 347c. 
15 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 351e, 352a, 352b. 
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1.2 Book II: Good Men are Godly Men and Censorship  

 Book II of the Republic truly highlights the foundational ideologies and beliefs 

that are to be imparted upon each citizen to achieve justice. Discussion centers around 

censoring key components of actual religious doctrine found in Athens to suit the 

conceptions of socially acceptable and moral good in the eyes of Socrates and his 

compatriots. I will begin my summary further into Book II as Glaucon and Socrates begin 

their conversation on how citizens ought to be reared and educated.16 For teaching 

children moral and societal lessons, Glaucon suggests that they “must supervise the 

storytellers: and if they make a good story, we must accept it, but if not, we must reject 

it.”17 Meaning that all tales great and small are constructed and tailored directly to 

fashioning perfect members indoctrinated in the states teaching. All these tales are the 

key tenants and shaping of the religious belief within the confines of the Republic. As 

such, Glaucon and Socrates see value in limiting the entire depiction of the gods by 

taking away stories that depict them as “warring, fighting, or plotting against one 

another” as this would allow an opportunity for citizens to think this is a just behavior.18 

In fact, they directly state, “If we are somehow going to persuade our people that no 

citizen has ever hated another, and that is impious to do so, then those are the things… 

elders should tell them from childhood.”19 Thus, the indoctrination of these children 

would lead to a forced choosing of the best virtues for containing and controlling citizens. 

Plato does this by expanding traditional thought on the Greek pantheon to an all-

 
16 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 377c. 
17 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 377b 
18 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 378b, 378c 
19 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 378c  
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encompassing source of goodness through the power of supernatural divinity. 

Traditionally, the gods were thought to exist with the ability to be fallible as they could 

perform acts thought of by humans as moral impermissible.  

While completely revolutionary for divine moral thought, Plato actively 

contributes to the development of coercive religious thought. He does this by directly 

creating a pure source of divinity for the sake of isolating what citizens understand as 

good. By making all virtuous tales pertain to the gods he creates an isolated idea of 

divinity. He then makes the gods the ideal form of good by forcing each tale to undergo a 

selection process through the state. In this sense, they are the essence and creation of all 

things good and beneficial to human society because they are the only thing that any 

citizen will understand as the root of goodness.20 In the midst of the discussion, in fact, 

they note that “the gods are not the cause of all things, but only of good ones.”21 Indeed, 

the focus of goodness is directly placed upon the gods, and citizens are taught to aspire to 

those values. Man’s goodness and state religion are hinged entirely of the conception of 

the virtuosity derived from the idea of gods. We can think of this as specifically coercive 

because it was developed with the intention of impressing a constructed form good upon 

citizens.  

 

 
20 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 379c 
21 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 380c 
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1.3 The Wages of Justice and Injustice in the Myth of Er 

 In recounting all their discussions, Book X presents Glaucon and Socrates 

reflecting on the nature of the soul and whether it is truly more beneficial to be just or 

unjust. Moreso, their conversation hinges on the results of a good or bad life and the 

factors that motivate one to life a life of virtue. The conclusion is that the eternal 

punishment or reward ought to be regarded as the most influential factor in whether one 

should live a life of virtue or vice. Socrates explains this clearly to Glaucon through the 

Myth of Er. Prior to the tales beginning, Socrates states the goal of virtue is to practice 

virtue in order to “make himself as much like a god as a human being can.”22 The strive 

for good then is directly related into becoming one like the gods and their virtuous nature. 

The achievement of good life according to the gods per se is measured by the good wage 

of a positive afterlife as laid out in the Myth of ER. Socrates explains that those 

persuaded by the gods and eternal punishment will look always toward being just in 

accordance with the gods or otherwise suffer the eternal consequences.23 The idea being 

that man will always be persuaded to look toward the gods for virtuous living and those 

that are wise and knowledgeable will not only follow but preach these beliefs. In the ideal 

state, all men would only have this conception of justice and be persuaded to strictly 

adhere to it.  

 

 

 

 
22 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 613a 
23 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 621c 
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1.4 How Individuals are Forced to Obey Religion  

The tandem use of religious ideology and coercive or controlling rhetoric often 

surfaces to achieve the perfect society the philosophers’ desire. Religious rhetoric of this 

sort leads to doctrine that assumes control over the academic, social, and legal structures 

of societies. In the Republic, Plato assumes the role of developing a state-lead religion in 

order to actualize his goal of fully controlling citizens through religious doctrine. As seen 

in many instances, divinity or spirituality has a unique ability to not only dictate our 

physical autonomy, but also can instill a deep-seated fear of moral incongruity during our 

time on Earth. Plato realizes that compelling individuals to obey moral standards through 

legal punishment continually fails and turns to religion as an essential tool for the 

controlling of the masses. Thus, achieving the key tenants of any idealized society 

requires some semblance of control that extends beyond the physical realm and into their 

spiritual lives. Plato finds institutionalizing religious tales efficiently ascertains the goal 

of the ideal state set out by Socrates and his companions.  

State religion by nature controls communal thought on social norms, laws, and 

commonly understood morality. Through this control, a status quo of morally and 

socially acceptable behavior is developed, where those that cannot or do not adhere to the 

religious beliefs of the status quo face physical and eternal repercussions. Plato’s state 

religion within the Republic forces those to act morally rather than allow them to choose 

a course of action on their own. The first instance of forced moral action appears through 

the religious indoctrination of children from childbirth.24 Citizens are never truly given 

 
24 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 377 
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an opportunity to choose differing moral values or moral actions as all they will only ever 

know a unilateral form of good that exists solely from the gods. Goodness then is only 

linked to adherence to religious moral structures.  

Second, Plato implements eternal wages into his development of the divine, 

which is essential for understanding how religion forces good in the Republic. If one 

recalls the Myth of Er, Plato admits that the strongest factor in compelling individuals to 

live a moral life is by also living a religious life in fear of eternal punishment. How then 

is the addition of eternal repercussions truly coercive? In some sense, all laws or rules 

with punishments are coercive in nature – obey this rule or face punishment. Typically, 

laws protect our negative rights, which implies that coercion keeps us from acting upon 

others not forcing us to do something.25 Eternal punishments, however, force us to act in 

accordance with moral laws while simultaneously displaying reverence to a god or being. 

The repercussion for not following religious doctrine is not simply a fine or jailtime; it is 

an eternity of suffering for not following God’s word and for living a life of perceived 

immorality. 

The biggest issue with eternal punishment is that people enter out of fear and 

cannot act freely on their own value system. In the Republic, individuals are forced to 

enter into this deal without fully understanding the scope of their religious guidelines. In 

this manner, citizens are given no choice in deciding distinct worldviews and structures 

of morality and are then forced into accepting Plato’s conception of religion. This is 

 
25 Negative rights protect individuals. The belief that someone ought not do something to my 
person or property.  
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ultimately problematic because of the violation of autonomy individuals experience in 

conjunction with the imposition of eternal consequences. 

1.5 A Missing Component in the Desire to do Good 

Plato feels the need to implement eternal repercussions because individuals lack 

the desire to innately do good. In a real society, laws and a guilty conscious do not simply 

compel every individual to rid themselves of morally impermissible behavior, so it is no 

surprise that this is one of the main issues Plato faces when creating the perfect social 

atmosphere for an idealized society. Christopher Shields explains that regardless of a 

citizens’ innate ability to desire goodness, Plato still admits that there is a necessary 

component of compulsion to achieve true justice within their society.26 Shields continues: 

 

“The guardians are pushed toward goodness first by an antecedent desire to attain 

their own good, but because they are incompletely integrated before actually 

attaining it, they will likely lose their course before doing so, because of the 

Good’s being occluded from view by the fracturing opacity of their own desire.”27  

Human nature clashes with our desire to good and can often time collide with 

people’s ability to achieve moral good. Even if one argues goodness exists as an innate 

desire to individuals, there still seems to be an ever-present necessity for compulsion in 

order to achieve continual justice or godliness within Platonic rhetoric. There is ample 

 
26 Shields, Christopher, “Forcing Goodness in Plato’s Republic,” Social Philosophy & Policy 24 
(2007): 21–39. 
27 Shields, Christopher, “Forcing Goodness in Plato’s Republic,” Social Philosophy & Policy 24 
(2007): 21–39. Page 24. 
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evidence to suggest that the agent of compulsion extends from the pressures and powers 

of the state religion created by Plato and his companions rather than innate power of the 

good. Shields argues that goodness as an innate quality cajoles individuals to strive for a 

high moral standard of living. However, we ought to examine the base development of 

what the members of the Republic even consider what that good to be and how they 

achieve it.  

In Book II of the Republic, morality and goodness develops directly from the 

divine nature of the gods. Plato takes his conception of divinity and handcrafts a religious 

ideology to directly force citizens into a life of virtue in accordance with the gods.28 

Author Mark Rueter similarly explains this view, “the remedy for vice and the road to 

goodness will be found in the effort to become like god. Making God the measure or 

standard, rather than a (wise) man….”29 Namely, the ideal man in society strives to align 

themselves with that of the religious goodness. Deviation from this path would result in 

punishment from the gods and society. Although with the intense indoctrination from the 

state, some may argue that there is an impossibility to reject the state-run religion. If one 

is even able to reject these rules and have free will, there are societal pressure that coerce 

people into conforming in fear of ostracization and rejection. 

 
28 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 377c. 
28 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 377b 
29 Author Mark Reuter fully explains and fleshes out his arguments and logical progression 
within his essay. The desire to do morally positive action is indeed a strive to be in likeness with 
the gods or God rather than something that can be taught from person to person. Although, the 
following paragraph and proceeding thesis is that it can be forced through religious doctrine.  
 
Reuter, Mark. “Is Goodness Really a Gift from God? Another Look at the Conclusion of Plato’s 
‘Meno.’” Phoenix 55, no. 1/2 (2001): 77–97.  
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Social and legal rules bred by state endorsed religion create an atmosphere of 

ostracization and legitimizing power of societal rejection that only adds to its coercive 

nature. These laws are an effective tool used by states that wish to ascertain control over 

any and all individuals within that society. Theocracies or state religions are particularly 

effective in spawning this philosophical and psychological phenomena within human 

beings. For example, Socrates asserts to Thrasymachus while discussing the nature of 

justice, "Then the unjust man will also be an enemy to the gods, Thrasymachus, and the 

just man a friend.”30 Socrates’ statement exemplifies larger social phenomena present 

within actual and idealized society where citizens fear deviating from the social norms 

placed upon them through religious beliefs.  

This clearly implies that those who are religious should be considered pious, or 

pure. Consequently, acts that feed into the idea of religious piety then are normalized 

within the Republic, which then labels those who act contrary to traditional moral values 

as wrong, different, or deserving punishment. Citizens that hold beliefs against the social 

norm then ascertain negative qualities that potentially can remove from the society, or 

even have them killed. Fearing similar repercussions of rejecting religious doctrine, 

Socrates holds back at various points in discussion. He even fears to make claims 

contrary to what is normalized as religiously and morally acceptable as he refuses to 

answer in contrary of the group as to not “irritate” the men present.31  Evidently, the tool 

of ostracization is more than effective in not only controlling the population, but also 

 
30 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve.  
31 Arguably, this is the very line of thought that would eventually end in his death sentence. 
 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 352b. 



Gastineau 19 
 

limiting those who would disrupt or destroy the functioning of the status quo. This 

process has several benefits that philosophers and powerful groups identify with and 

utilize to maintain control. Wald and Leege, political and religious philosophers from 

Oxford, explain that, “Othering is typically utilized to make a group feel pure by painting 

its opponents as impure.”32 They continue, “Religion-based subcultures define 

themselves in large part on the basis of what they are and are not—because those 

assumptions are grounded in the moral certitude provided by established religious 

doctrines”33 The State religion presented within the Republic exhibits this exact 

phenomenon through the creation of a system of morality and justice that systematically 

ostracizes those that do not adhere to the will of any gods. Individuals then inherently live 

out of fear of disobeying the rules as social punishments turn into religious punishment 

that effect one’s standing with the gods.  

 Traditionally, the Allegory of the Cave represents not only man’s search for 

goodness, but how man ought to acquire that knowledge. However, when applying the 

ever present aspects of compulsion present in the Republic, this allegory can illustrate 

what a society looks like that is governed by forced unilateral doctrine of goodness.34 In 

the first step of control, Plato isolates the source of goodness, and places it away from 

those within the cave.35 In order to be considered morally adequate in society, men must 

 
32 Olson, Laura R. “The Essentiality of ‘Culture’ in the Study of Religion and Politics.” Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 50, no. 4 (2011): 639–53. Page 646.  
33 Olson, Laura R. “The Essentiality of ‘Culture’ in the Study of Religion and Politics.” Page 647. 
34 The connection to religion will come in again when we discuss the subjectivity of moral right 
in Kallipolis.  
35 As a reminder, goodness is directly related to the essence and being of the gods. Man is 
essentially striving to please the gods.  
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gaze upon the goodness that flows from the Sun for it “is in fact the cause of all that is 

right and fair in everything.”36 In order for men to be filled with moral integrity, they 

must gaze upon the light for “any man who is going to act prudently in private or in 

public must see it.”37 Plato then places many of the citizens within the cave, who 

experience a different or oftentimes considered an illusory form of reality.38 Some of 

these men are forced out of the cave to experience the “goodness” that the Sun has to 

offer, which is an allegorical representation of compulsion within the idealized society. 

The compulsion stems from the legitimizing power of an intelligent ruling class not only 

shaping the entire concept of religion but then forcing someone to accept said doctrine.39 

In this regard, men in the Republic are coerced to act in a manner that spurs them to 

align with the conceptualized morality of gods. Those who refuse are left to live alone, 

chained, and huddled in a cave devoid of freedom. Citizens then truly receive little 

autonomy in choosing whether it is best to live life rejected from society or willingly 

receive the goodness constructed by the rulers. Thus, religious doctrine can be used to 

control, coerce, and overpower citizens, which is evident displayed in the Republic 

through fear of condemnation. The choice for each citizen is presented as such: subject 

yourself to the morals of the gods and obey them or be outcasted from society.  

 

 
36 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 517a, b. 
The Sun in this instance allegorically represents the moral goodness or knowledge that flows 
from the gods above. In order to get to that knowledge, men need coercion or force. One might 
even say that the allegory proves Socrates' notion of randomized divinity correct.  
37 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 517a, b. 
38 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 517b. 
39 Shields proves compulsion. Rueter proves that goodness is becoming like God.  
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1.6 Counter Examples  

 Defenders of Plato would suggest that he already provides an alternative 

worldview that would sufficiently compel agents to act morally. At the end of Book I in 

the Republic, Socrates argues that within each man is the desire to do good because it 

effects the health and nature of the soul. Simply put, “… a just soul and a just man will 

live well and an unjust one badly.”40 Bad and good in this context do not represent the 

physical quality of life but the overall quality of an individual’s essence. A person who 

does not seek a virtuous life will continually be in strife with others and live a wretched 

life. Socrates and many others would argue that the fear or desire to avoid internal 

disharmony would be sufficient in compelling agents to act morally. Proponents of this 

argument would most likely argue that the cost of internal disharmony would be minimal 

or non-existent compared to state or religious coercion.   

However, this worldview of morality may even be more idyllic than conceptions 

of idealized states and societies. Socrates is essentially presenting us the status quo of 

every state with the idea of internal disharmony. If every person had the fear of having a 

wretched and unjust soul, then we would have less need for laws and external 

punishments from governing bodies. Yet, we continually see the need for both systems to 

correct the internal nature of humans. Furthermore, Socrates construction of religious 

indoctrination controlled by the state is presented after he argues that internal disharmony 

is enough to encourage a virtuous life. I suggest this is because Socrates, like many other 

 
40 Plato’s, Republic. Edited by C.D.C. Reeve. 353e 
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ethicists, wants to believe in the goodness of human beings but is overruled by the 

continued distrust of individuals as moral agents. 

Chapter 2: Limiting Autonomy and the Controlling Power of Religion 
Chapter 2’s focus will be on examining Moore’s Utopia. First, I will provide a 

synopsis of Moore’s thoughts and beliefs on human nature. Second, I will provide 

context for how Moore’s thoughts and beliefs shape the formation of Utopia. Next, we 

will explore how Moore limits the autonomy of individual citizens to coerce them into 

strictly adhering to the religious doctrine set upon them. Moore does this through a 

systematic limitation of their personal freedoms in hopes that they may only choose to do 

the morally correct thing. The control over Utopia is held through the power of religious 

relite that impose legal and religious punishment upon citizens that appear to be impious. 

Lastly, by analyzing why this conception of Utopia represents a clear misuse of religious 

doctrine, we can better understand the power of religion and why indoctrination is too 

costly of a means to achieve guaranteed morality.  

2.1 Moore’s Beliefs on Human Nature  

 Why does Moore even see fit to create a society that idealizes every aspect of not 

only society but humans’ ability to do good? Given Moore’s Catholic upbringings and 

ardent dedication to the faith, it seems only logical that he believes in the innate 

sinfulness and temptation of human beings.  

So, it would seem his development of Utopia is to bridge the gap between our 

innate sinful nature and desire to sin and one’s ability to achieve goodness. Through the 
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construction of Utopia and the subsequent limitation of individuals autonomy, Moore, 

theoretically then, achieves a world where humans are presented with fewer opportunities 

to choose immoral acts. However, this would also mean Moore surely believes that there 

is a missing element in man’s ability to not only be good in nature but to do good in 

society. In Utopia, humans achieved perfection through “the imposition of rules, not from 

individual freedom.”41 It appears citizens are compelled through some power or force to 

obey rules to achieve good rather than achieving some semblance of morality on their 

own.  

2.2 Formation of Utopia  

 As we delve into the structure of Moore’s society, we will continue to see 

traditional religious views intertwined with the legal and political foundation of Utopia. 

Whereas the exploration of these topics will uncover the unique controlling power of 

state religion through the limitations over citizens basic autonomies, the formation of 

Moore’s Utopia begins with the physical description of each city enclosed in the ruling 

territory. In total there exists 54 cities all with the same laws and social constructs that 

were brought together under one ruling by “Utopus, that conquered it (Utopia)” and 

“brought the rude and uncivilized inhabitants into such a good government…”42 In each 

city there is a structured hierarchy with the magistrate or Syphogrant ruling over them 

and representing the city. Hythloday explains that he is well versed in the structure of one 

 
41 Morgan, Cloud, “More Than Utopia” Vulnerability: Reflections on a New Ethical Foundation 
for Law and Politics. (Emory School of Law, 2021).  
42 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Digireads Publishing, Kindle. 2016. 
Page 53. 
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city, Amaurot, which in every way is geographically perfect for the survival and 

flourishing of the city. Private property is not a concept that is present with the city of 

Amaurot and as such they switch the location of their domicile “at every ten years.”43 

Every household cultivates a fine garden creating not only fresh and wonderful fruits and 

flowers for the city, but also to cultivate an atmosphere of beauty.  

 The daily life of each citizen is structured to the hour to limit the free time given 

to each citizen. Utopians are required to work 6 hours a day, sleep 8 hours a day, the 

other hours are up to their discretion, “yet they are not to abuse that interval to luxury and 

idleness…”44 Of their minimal time to spend on their own, they are limited into spending 

pastime for various state approved and sponsored activities because of this many games 

that are thought to be “foolish and mischievous” are banned from society as to not tempt 

citizens into gambling or greed. Furthering this notion, all members of the society wear 

similar clothes that cannot deviate from white woolen cloth so that no freedom of 

expression in clothing “can tempt a man to desire more…” for it would not make him 

better off.45 Every aspect of a Utopians society is regulated to optimize the happiness and 

efficiency of the society.  

Moore also sets in place a class of ruling religious elites known as the 

Syphogrants. These Syphogrants “who are in number two hundred” select the Prince of 

Utopia, who rules for the entirety of his lifetime.46 Essentially The main job of the 

 
43 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 55.  
44 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 59. 
45 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 61.  
46 The full ruling structure of Magistrates in Utopia: Philarch or Syphogrant exist as the lowest 
level of magistrate. Syphogrant is the ancient pronunciation of Philarch. Over every 10 Philarchs 
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Syphogrants is to solely focus on managing each citizen so that they cannot be idle in any 

of their work or trade.47 They ensure every person is constantly where they are required 

to be at each hour of the day. Utopians are taught to regard the Syphogrants with only the 

utmost respect as they can decide who is punished and outcasted for religious and social 

impiety.48 Anybody who is confronted by the religious elite are marked as impious as “It 

is a reproach to a man to be sent for by any of them, or for them to speak to him in 

secret…”49 The very action of Syphogrants dictates levels of morality and immorality 

among the community members, where Syphogrants perception of religious impiety 

effects the well-being of citizens.  Furthering their power, the religious leaders also 

assume the role of a judgelike character. Within the state, Syphogrants use full agency to 

prosecute anyone they perceive as religiously impious, meaning that religious 

interpretation and guidelines are at their discretion to actively control the population. 

Syphogrants direct control over legal and social structures brings us to another facet of 

the theocratic governing structure of Utopia: control over salvation. Individuals in Utopia 

live in a fashion that guarantees them the eventual blessings of an afterlife. However, the 

ability to achieve this end is dependent on the religious elite. Divergence from the rigid 

belief system within the status quo of Utopia would only reward a citizen with shame and 

 
or Syphogrants there exists a Tranibore or more commonly known now as a an Archphilarch. The 
Prince oversees all two hundred magistrates.  
Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 57.  
47 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 97.  
48 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 97.  
49 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 97-98 
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enslavement in addition to the potential or receiving a negative wage within the confines 

of your afterlife.  

Simultaneously, the religious elite are not held to the same standard if they are to 

falter in their religious or social piety; thus, they are subjected to no social shaming as 

regular citizens are.50 Hythloday describes directly their line of punishment; “... and if 

they should happen to commit any crime, they would not be questioned for it; their 

punishment is left to God, and to their own consciences; for they do not think it lawful to 

lay hands on any man, how wicked soever he is, that has been in a peculiar manner 

dedicated to God;..”51 In this sense, the religious elite will circumvent all the foreseeable 

punishments placed upon the common population. Removing the fear of outcast and 

punishment from elites certainly increases the strength of their grip of power over both 

ideology and individual autonomy.  

2.3 Limitation of Autonomy and Forced Good  

 As previously mentioned, King Utopus instituted mandates that, “enabled the 

government to require all Utopians to subscribe to certain religious doctrines that 

promoted virtue.…”52 This was the first step in unifying a set of religious guidelines to 

force people away from having the opportunity to choose morally impermissible actions. 

Utopus not only forced people to accept specified religious doctrine but also “placed 

many restraints upon men's conduct, and in particular, sought to reduce the opportunity to 

 
50 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 99-100.  
51 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 98-99.  
52 Kessler, Sanford. “Religious Freedom in Thomas More’s ‘Utopia.’” The Review of Politics 64, 
no. 2 (2002): 207–29. Page 2. 
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sin.”53 We see this notion play out several times within the description of Amaurot from 

Hythloday’s writings about the Utopian social constructs.54 He continually mentions that 

the ownership of private property only leads to the desire for extravagance, greed, and 

brings various evils into the lives of men and society; this belief founded in the religious 

doctrines of Utopia.55 In the removal of this basic right, men are not persuaded but are 

forced to choose equality rather than accept it on their own volition. 

 Although Moore would try and convince us that this creates a beautiful and free 

society, there are still base elements of individual autonomy missing that are necessary 

for a truly free society. Moore detracts from autonomy because he inherently believes 

that people were unlikely to originate the optimal society without some ulterior 

prompting.”56 Although these detractions from personal liberty did not stop at just 

personal property for Moore but rather spread over man’s ability to exercise nearly 

boundless autonomy in one’s spare time.57 We see this second, sizable limitation come to 

fruition through Hythloday's description of each citizen's required hours of work, sleep, 

and personal time.58 Furthermore, these limitations are presented to keep man away from 

“distractions” that are illegal and immoral in the minds of religious elite and the mass of 

adherents to that religion, but typically appear as taboo or frowned upon in the real world. 

Regardless, Moore believes he is truly achieving a moral end through his methodology of 

 
53 Timothy Kenyon, “The Problem of Freedom” Page 23.  
54 A reminder that Hythloday is the main narrator in Utopia 
55 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 53 
56 Kenyon, Timothy, “The Problem of Freedom and Moral Behavior in Thomas More’s 
Utopia.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 21 (3): 349–73. Page 25. 
57 I use near boundless autonomy here because in modern society we too are restricted by laws 
and some of us by religious or social constraints.  
58 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 59-60.  
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religious conservatism and limitations of freedom. In the eyes of Moore, using religion as 

a means to directly impede on the liberties of man to achieve social good is clearly of 

greater importance than maximizing exercisable liberties for each individual. 

As Hythloday recounts the religious beliefs of the Utopians, there appears to be 

some semblance of eternal reward for obeying their god and their country to the highest 

degree. If man fails in obeying the decrees of God or the state, they face the potentiality 

of enslavement or eternal suffering. In this sense, man is coerced into accepting the status 

quo of Utopia not because they wholeheartedly accept the religious doctrine but because 

they fear the eternal punishments that come from not abiding to the laws of religion. 

Primarily, we see Hythloday explain that citizens are “persuaded that God will make up 

the loss of those small pleasures with a vast and endless joy, of which religion easily 

convinces a good soul.”59 Moore is justifying the denial of basic liberties in promise of 

eventual liberties and blessing with a joyful afterlife. This is largely because religions that 

use eternal consequences as an incentive to obey moral standards are extremely efficient 

at compelling individuals to abide by any subset of rules or social requirements. Given 

this knowledge, we still have to ask ourselves why religion is so uniquely effective at 

controlling people compared to other coercive methodologies.  

 

 
59 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet.  
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2.4 Religion and the State  

 Once religion has been rooted in a state, it is incredibly difficult to disentangle 

religious beliefs from not only individual beliefs of what is moral and good, but also great 

difficulty in removing the influence religion has on state functions. Religion uniquely 

develops a power over citizens’ thoughts and decisions through the concern people has 

with the nature of their afterlives. I believe this hold to be one of the most influential 

powers over humans. As Richard Stevens notes, “the commandments of the gods both 

direct the being and behaving of men here and now.”60 Meaning that moral, political, and 

social decisions are made with the hopes to gain access to eternal happiness after death. 

The true issues arise when political and religious leaders play on this legitimizing power 

to gain access to power or control over populations. Author Richard G. Stevens explains 

the problem, 

“One can see it in the bishop who, wishing to get his flock to vote one way or 

another on a given issue, will piously and poker-facedly protest that it is a moral, 

not a political issue upon which he is making his pronouncement-as though the 

two had nothing to do with each other, or as though the connection between the 

two were unidirectional.”61 

The power and persuasion of religious leaders would have people believe these moral 

issues have nothing to do with social progress or equality of the state but rather to 

continually uphold the values of a said religion. We can think about the right to gay 

 
60 Stevens, Richard G. “The New Republic in More’s Utopia.” Political Science Quarterly 84, no. 
3 (1969): 387–411. Page 8. 
61 Stevens, Richard G. “The New Republic in More’s Utopia.” Political Science Quarterly 84, no. 
3 (1969): 387–411. Pg 8 
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marriage to more easily grasp the issue. While it ought to have been a combined political 

and moral issue of the state upholding the right for citizens to marry, the power of 

religious persuasion turned this issue into a solely moral issue instead of a combination of 

moral and political importance. Essentially, there are instances where religion would 

supersede the political and social rights of other members of the state in favor of 

upholding a moral code. The state itself or groups within the state are presented with a 

unique opportunity to use religion to their advantage in vying for control over autonomy 

of citizens.  

2.5 Counter Arguments in Defense of Utopia  

 Defenders of Moore’s conception of Utopia would argue that he develops a 

society that is quite tolerant of many religious views. Moore really develops a form of 

religious toleration that existed years prior to true separation of church and state. The 

main point being that Moore allows for a generous amount of religious leeway that was 

unheard of for any thinker or society of his time. Even Plato gives no leeway for 

diverging from his formation of state-religion within the Republic. Most would argue that 

Moore’s society could not be truly coercive given the fact he allows for so wide a scope 

of religious freedom. In Utopia, the only individuals who would truly be considered 

outcasts would be polytheists, atheists, and religious fanatics. The rituals describe within 

Utopia provide a large basis for possible accepted religion, where their idea of God or 

“Mithras” rejoices at the idea of many religions.62 All ritualistic practices Moore creates 

 
62 Thomas, Moore, Utopia, Translated by Gilbert Burnet. Page 99-100.  
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in his conception of Utopia aim to accommodate and accept differing forms of 

Christianity and other Abrahamic religions. Arguably, Moore provides the ability to 

somewhat synthesize all monotheistic ideas in order to maintain peace over a state. I 

would like to note that there are ever-present issues with this formation of religion, but 

that Moore develops a truly innovative answer to generations of religious sedition.  

Chapter 3: How do Moore and Plato’s use of State Religion Affect Our 
Understanding of Real Life? 

In chapter 3, I will begin by summarizing the similarities and differences in 

Moore and Plato’s use of religion in their creation of an idealized society. Next, I will 

explore what I perceive to have gone wrong in these uses of religion and why autonomy 

is so essential to us making moral decisions. Finally, I will describe my own negative 

experiences growing up in the Bible Belt of America in a researched memoir to 

strengthen my argument that religious coercion does not create an ideal society. 

3.1 On State Limitation and Compulsion through Religion  

Moore and Plato employ a method of compulsion through religious indoctrination 

to ensure every citizen abides a strict and uniform moral code. Foremost, each conception 

of the idealized state is derived out of the realization that humans have the opportunity to 

act in a moral or ethically desirable action, yet often actively desire or subconsciously 

choose to behave in a moral impermissible manner. One can see this reflected in the 

Republic through the diction and presentation of the allegory of the Cave as well as the 

shaping of children’s tales to indoctrinate them to learn only tales of goodness and gods. 
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Moore’s realization of this facet surfaced in his extreme limitation of exercisable 

autonomy in every aspect of the Utopians lifestyle. Each realization proceeded a 

following removal of knowledge and autonomy in order to compel citizens to achieve 

goodness in all situations. In limiting the available actions of perceived bad for each 

individual person, the overall outcome of good would occur almost every time if not 

every time. The result from this, however, is continual indoctrination sponsored by the 

state and supported by the rulers, the potential perpetuation of harmful social structures, 

and the inability to choose goodness for oneself.  

 Now some might say that limiting autonomy happens from the state every day 

without our direct consent. In some sense we were all indoctrinated by society and the 

government to obey the social law of wearing our seatbelts or stopping at a red light. I 

would argue however that there are a few distinct differences in the scope of limitations 

and the consequence for disobeying these limitations. Limitations on autonomy are 

generally imposed to protect citizens from each other or themselves. I would argue that 

limitations are made with the knowledge and often times at the behest of citizens. We 

then consent into these limitations of our autonomy, so that we may best protect other 

rights such as the right to life. Turning back to our limitation of personal freedoms in 

either idealized society, one will see that citizens are devoid of the ability to willingly 

enter these limitations. There are also greater consequences; a fine or even prison time for 

a few years is significantly less haunting than eternal damnation. However, the resulting 

limitations and immoral imposition of them is not created by state indoctrination alone. 
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Each idealized society deeply imbues their methodologies of indoctrination and coercion 

to continue to obey the state with religious ideologies.  

Goodness in these societies becomes directly intertwined with religious 

adherence, which plays on every individuals connection to the afterlife making it 

paramount to accept this doctrine and impossible to reject it. For a better understanding, 

let us say that a citizen is presented the opportunity to stray away from the religious 

teaching they have known since birth to another equally strong worldview.63 The citizen 

is first presented with the inner struggle of shedding the only form of moral bounds they 

have ever known to accept something new and strange. This inner struggle presents itself 

as a battle between conflicting moral structures. The difficult part for the individuals is 

shedding religious beliefs ingrained in one’s essence, a part of their being. If one is able 

to shed their ingrained beliefs, they are then presented with a stark rejection from the 

community they belonged to prior.64 Ostracization innately occurs as the citizen no 

longer holds part of the foundational social and moral beliefs as the larger communal 

group, meaning the citizen is subjected to isolation until they can supplant themselves 

into another group.65  

 
63 As we know, these societies are presented with the inability to stray away from this doctrine as 
that is what makes them idyllic. My hypothetical aims to show why it is difficult for individuals 
to walk away from religious indoctrination even when presented with equally positive outlooks 
on life.  
64 Recall now that in Utopia rejection of religious doctrine results in enslavement. In Kallipolis 
the result is death or expulsion and banishment.  
65 Individuals may not be able to find another group of people that practice their new doctrine. 
Imagine living in the Republic, where everyone is raised and indoctrinated on state religion. No 
group of people would have your same morals or thought processes.  
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Now, if the citizen is able to overcome the two prior challenges, they are 

presented with the biggest struggle to overcome: the afterlife. With intense 

indoctrination, the citizen, near their time of death, will reexamine their life and ask 

whether they will receive eternal reward or eternal punishment for their actions on 

earth.66 I truly believe this fear sticks with someone even if they are able to shed their 

ingrained teachings and indoctrinated religious beliefs. In essence, this struggle is what 

makes religion so truly effective at controlling individuals and compelling the to obey 

whatever social or moral laws set before them.  

3.2 My Story   

 Now then, can we extrapolate anything from the theoretical undertakings of 

creating a utopia into our own lives to better understand how religion can be abused? 

Every reader can point to an extreme example of the aforementioned phenomena: 

radicalized states, cults, theocratic governments; however, we would rarely point to our 

own lives and religious institutions. I wish to share some of my experiences growing up 

in a culture with an expectation of strict religious adherence, where religion held 

immense power over every single aspect of my life, my friend’s life, and my family’s 

life. As I have previously discussed, the separation of church and state may be possible, 

but the doctrine and impact of religion will continually be impressed upon the state and 

its agenda. Throughout my life, I have examined the process of religion controlling and 

 
66 Remember the discussion between Socrates and Cephalus in Book I of the Republic. We find 
Cephalus in turmoil as he recounts his time spent on Earth and now concerns himself with the 
afterlife in his old age.  
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coercing people into behaving in a manner that pleases a God and powerful religious 

leaders in my homelife, my religious schooling, and through my desires to adequately 

please those in power. With the use of all my experience growing up in the Bible Belt, I 

will explore the final question of my thesis: What makes religion such an effective tool 

for control? 

Growing up, I gained access to varying denominations and understandings of the 

Christian faith, all of which preached ardent devotion to God and our country. For 

starters, my family took my sister and I to a Southern Baptist church, which I happily 

attended and learned all that our Christian faith had to offer. Simultaneously, I went to a 

Lutheran school in Texas, where religion was highlighted in every teaching curriculum. 

Eventually, my father’s job landed us in the Oklahoma, where we continued to attend a 

Baptist-style Church. I would attend Church on Sundays and Wednesdays and on 

weekends we would often devote our time to humanitarian work and missions. My sister 

and I were placed into a college preparatory school that categorized itself as a non-

denominational branch of Christianity. Through my schooling, I gained access to many 

leadership roles and service opportunities because of my ardent devotion to the Christian 

God and the teachings of Jesus Christ. Without religious influence, it would be hard to 

say if I would have developed any of these skills or even a desire to help others.  

As I grew older, I began to question the rules and obligations of Baptism and 

Lutheranism, since I was participating in mission work during service trips that felt 

inappropriate and ineffective. Why should people who are struggling under the weight of 

systematic oppression, people who are starving, and people who are experiencing the 
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worst life has to offer believe in God? Why are we forcing this idea of God’s salvation on 

people who have other and more pressing needs? While I was asking these questions 

internally, I began to question the whole institution, including the existence of God and 

whether God was just. I tried to suppress my questions since these were the facets of life 

that I had taken, up until this point, to be the undeniable truth and would lead me to 

heaven.  

 Eventually, I strayed from my family’s church and joined a United Methodist 

church that allowed me to explore my beliefs more openly, while also leading others 

closer to the Christian doctrine through my time as a small group leader. In these roles, I 

was presented with the opportunity to travel around the country and the world in the 

name of the Christian God. Through these travels, my friends and I began to understand 

the world in a different way. In some sense, as we grew up, the worldview we were told 

was undeniably true failed to adequately explain what we saw and felt. The disconnect 

between indoctrinated truth and perceived reality broke many people in my life. Most of 

them either created grand delusions so it all made sense or walked away, outcasted from 

their communities. 

In my later years of High School, I continually wrestled with God and his 

imposition of justice that everyone seemingly decided to adhere to. Even further, I began 

to reject the social rules developed by the most important religious groups in my life, 

which in some ways broke me too. The fallout from friends to family for not believing in 

the same God or religious value was difficult to deal with alone. I felt incredibly isolated 

as I began a whole new journey to find meaning outside of the religious doctrine 
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ingrained into me since birth. My search for finding meaning in other aspects of my life 

outside of spirituality was incredible freeing because I eventually found happiness in 

living according to my own values. Unfortunately, I still find myself struggling with the 

idea of burning in hell. I sometimes ask myself: what happens if I’m wrong? This 

question stems from my years of indoctrination and I wonder if I will ever shake the 

religious teachings I learned when I was a child.  

3.3 Effects of Religion on Society  

It may be impossible to quantify the exact impact religion has on any political or 

social climate, but the overall impact is evident in how subcultures function according to 

their religious adherence. I find it hard to quantify the impact of religion because it 

affects every individual to a different extent; simultaneously, an individual may not 

ponder the impacts of their moral action while young, but through time they may 

reconsider as the engrained and foretold moral judgment approaches. Thus, we ought to 

look at the structure and purpose of religion itself to understand what makes it so 

effective and not necessarily how deeply it affects a number or group of people.67  

Now, I am not suggesting religion is all out bad. In fact, many psychologists 

suggest that the poor and socially inept gravitate toward religion to find solace in 

societies.68 It is very possible that innate structures within religion target the neediest and 

most impressionable people in our society, which could mean that religion grabs these 

 
67 Political scientists may aim to quantify the exact impact of religion. Not only do I believe this 
impossible, but also misses the point and power of religion.  
68  Graham, C, & Crown, S, (2014). Religion and wellbeing around the world: Social purpose, 
social time, or social insurance? International Journal of Wellbeing, 4. 
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people and many others and compels them to conform to different societal standards. In 

my experience, institutions impose rules on constantly to best fit political and social 

accepted status quos in the name of upholding God’s word.  

My religious school would impose rules upon us that were justified in the name of 

perpetuating strong Christian values in men and women. During my classes, workouts, 

and even football games, I was not allowed to wear a headband or any other potentially 

effeminate garb because it would detract from the conventionally strong male archetype 

that the school pushed on to us. This instance was among an array of ad hoc rules that 

were imposed on me and many other students in the name of “purity” or “morality” 

which were justified through passages of various religious doctrines. Although my 

example is anecdotal, it exemplifies the very process of religious indoctrination and 

coercion we see through any society. In breaking these rules, one would be labeled as 

impious or othered from the heteronormative status quo. In addition to simple rule 

breaking, I watched many individuals battle the mental anguish of guilt and shame for 

breaking various religiously instituted life values that resulted in continual depression, 

anxiety, and loss of life. Religion intertwines with the basis of our being because for 

many it provides a moral structure for understanding what we ought and ought not do.  

 The connection religion has to our being can easily be abused for the benefit of 

political, social, or state power. How often in society do we see leaders appeal to the 

religious beliefs and sentiments of subcultures of the United States? Is it really any 

surprise that the President of the United States attends church the day they take office as a 

strategic move to exemplify the moral status quo that the state wishes to uphold? 
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Perceiving the leader as someone who is holy or is observant to a similar religion as the 

masses assuredly applies social pressure to adhere to that said religion and obey its 

commands. While the president is an extreme example of this, we see this narrative play 

out time and time again within smaller groups to control and coerce the desired behavior 

out of individuals. After all, many well-educated and respectable people still vote based 

on how closely a candidate aligns with their said “religious values” instead of their 

policy. Religious leaders will even play on this notion to appear holy and well respected 

so that they can grow a congregation or acquire more converts. I suppose it is because we 

all wish for our moral and values to be protected and upheld by those in power, which in 

turn allows them to control us in a way. All leaders and people in power have the 

opportunity to play on this fear, to sway the masses in their favor by using religion as one 

of the most effective controlling tools humankind has ever seen. 

3.4 Between Utopias and Our Society  

The development of idyllic societies aims to impart tangible solutions from some 

lofty vision created with the belief that society ought to be improved in terms of legal, 

social, and governing structure. Plato and Moore both undertook the construction of these 

thought experiments because they believed that society could be better than the status 

quo. In some sense they used religion because it shares the same idealized version of 

society that utopias present. A world full of morality and justice, where no suffering 

exists. However, the development of religion and society has done little to direct in the 

right direction of perfected society. I honestly believe that it is the fallible human nature 

that corrupts the purpose and implementation of religion in bettering society.  
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Perhaps giving Plato and Moore a generous interpretation of their actions, their 

use of religious coercion and indoctrination saw to develop a society without hunger, 

suffering, and continual violations of human rights. Through their actions, citizens would 

always live a healthy life full of happiness with their rights protected by a just 

government. The issue with their conception then is that they were too right. The 

changing of these societies could only be partially implemented because of fallible 

human nature. In Utopia, the idea of a generalized monotheism sounds amazing, and we 

should strive for a world where no one feels ostracized for believing in anything. Yet, we 

see in Utopia itself there are issues with basic monotheism and the translation to reality 

would be even worse.  

Conclusion  
Throughout my examination, I aimed to derive a better understanding of why and 

how religion can be utilized as a tool used for control over citizens in a state. In hopes to 

achieve this end, I explored religion within the formation and context of hypothesized 

utopian societies. I argued that the purpose of creating utopias is to provide the reader 

with an idea of what a preferred end goal of a state would be. Thus, my examination of 

Thomas Moore’s Utopia and Plato’s Republic was to illustrate their use of state religion 

to coerce individuals into subjective forms of “good,” and how that theoretical use of 

religion can be understood in the context of real-world groups and societies. Throughout 

all of my research, I believe we can draw unique thoughts from both Plato and Moore, 

while pulling together common trends of coercion exemplified by both thinkers. 
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Although if both of their use of religion is wrong and the use of religion in today’s can be 

wrong, what should we prefer? 

According to both philosophers, goodness alone is not a sufficient incentive to 

compel individuals to strive for an adequate moral standard. External pressures or 

ideologies are necessary in compelling individuals to search for and achieve moral good 

behaviors and values. Institutionalized religion, as we have seen, removes the opportunity 

for individuals to choose good for themselves. When we exclude the ability for 

autonomous choice, not only is a higher cost imposed upon individuals, but there also 

appears to be a degradation in the quality of good one experiences. Ideally, we would 

prefer a world where everyone chooses good out of their own volition. As each person 

will someday experience if they have not already – we do not live in a world that will 

ever be capable of that. We should prefer a world where individuals are free to choose 

their own religion or none at all. In some sense this counteracts the cost of imposing 

eternal punishments onto individuals as they willingly understand the agreement they 

enter into. In utopic fashion, society would teach individuals all religions with equal 

opportunity to accept or reject any religion. In reality, we should understand that some 

instances of coercion and indoctrination may occur that could have positive or negative 

effects on a person life. Striving to achieve some form of universal religious plurality 

should be the goal.  

We should also recognize that individuals will never perfectly meet every moral 

obligation whether they are indoctrinated to do so or not. This recognition allows us to 

move the focus away from perfecting human nature to understanding what we can do to 
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better our society as a whole. For instance, instead of focusing on ways to coerce 

individuals into not committing crimes we can think about why humans commit crimes in 

the first place. Switching how we think about human nature can help society focus on 

solving genuine systemic issues. Moore focuses on correcting the suffering created 

through class structure and the aristocracy of his time period. Fixing these issues very 

well could have solved many of the crimes and moral problems he faced during his life. 

Yet, he feels the need to continually limit the autonomy of individuals because of his 

deep mistrust in humanity.  

Lastly, we should learn to transform our mistrust in humanity to look for the 

deeper issues within society. Yes, humans are not perfect moral agents, but they should 

not be indoctrinated into moral rules and coerced into believing them by means of eternal 

pain. Removing systemic issues rather than preaching or forcing moral good on 

individuals would likely remove a lot of the moral misgiving that Plato and Moore aimed 

to correct within their idealized societies. The problems that institutionalized religion 

aims to fix can be solved by the radical acceptance of individuals’ humanity. Preferring 

this methodology of transformation allows society and individuals to learn what good 

means for society simultaneously in lieu of compelling individuals to believe in a 

perceived good. Now, many opponents will argue that I myself provide too idyllic of a 

solution to transform the world accurately or efficiently. However, my alternative 

worldview provides more of an opportunity to seamlessly grow and work together. There 

are countless individuals who focus on transforming our society through policy changes 

or non-profit organizations. Both of these people aim to recognize the humanity of 
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individuals while simultaneously improving our society. Above all, true utopia would be 

society working together to erase any and all systemic issues that create barriers to a 

seamless world. Religion ought to be an experience chosen by individuals rather than a 

method of compulsion and coercion.  
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