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INTRODUCTION:
REVISITING
FREUD’S BOLD
THESIS

F e w  w o r k s  i n  t h e
h i s t o r y  o f
psychoanalysis  have
stirred as much debate
as  Sigmund  Freud’s
Future of an Illusion,
originally  published  in
1927.  In  this  compact
yet  provocative  book,
Freud turns his clinical
l e n s  o n t o  o n e  o f
h u m a n i t y ’ s  m o s t
enduring  institutions:
religion. He argues that
religious  beliefs  are
collective illusions born
f rom  the  deepes t

psychological needs —
t h e  l o n g i n g  f o r
protection,  the fear of
n a t u r e ’ s
unpredictability,  and
the  wish  for  a  just
moral order. More than
a  century  later,  the
question  Freud  posed
remains  urgent:  Can
civilization outgrow its
religious  illusions,  or
does it still need them
to function? This article
exp lores  the  core
arguments  o f  The
Future of an Illusion, its
historical  context,  its
c r i t i c s ,  a n d  i t s
surprising relevance in
today’s  secular  and
spiritual  landscape.
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THE GENESIS OF
FREUD’S
CRITIQUE: SCIENCE

VS. RELIGION

Freud wrote The Future
of an Illusion at a time
when the  authority  of
religion  was  visibly
eroding in the Western
wor ld ,  espec ia l l y
among  intellectuals.
The devastating effects
of  World  War  I  had
shat tered  ear l ie r
o p t i m i s m  a b o u t
progress,  yet  Freud
remained  a  staunch
believer  in  scientific
reason.  The  book  can
be read as a manifesto
for a secular humanism
that  relies  on  rational
thought  rather  than
supernatural  comfort.
A t  i t s  hear t  l i es  a
simple  but  radical
claim:  religion  is  an
i l l u s i o n  —  n o t
n e c e s s a r i l y  a
falsehood, but a belief
system  shaped  by

wishful  thinking.

The
Meaning
of
“Illusion”
in Freud’s
Vocabular
y
To understand Freud’s
argument,  we  must
distinguish between an
error  and  an  illusion.
An error is a mistaken
bel ie f  that  can  be
disproven by evidence.
An  illusion,  according
to  Freud,  is  a  belief
w h o s e  p r i m a r y
mot iva t ion  i s  the
gratification  of  a  wish.
Many  il lusions  may
turn out to be true —



Future Of An Illusion Freud 3

3

for example, a woman
hoping  her  lover  will
return may be proved
right. But the source of
the belief is desire, not
logic.  Religious  ideas,
F reud  wr i tes ,  a re
“fulfillments  of  the
oldest,  strongest,  and
most urgent wishes of
mankind.”  They  are
illusions  because  they
spring from the human
need  f o r  a  f a the r
figure,  for  cosmic
justice, and for survival
after death.

KEY ARGUMENTS
IN THE FUTURE OF
AN ILLUSION

Freud  builds  his  case
methodically,  drawing
on his earlier work on
totemism  and  the
primal  horde.  Below
are  the  central  pillars
of his critique.

The Origin of
Religion in
Helplessness:

Freud argues
that religion
originates in the
infant’s
experience of
helplessness. As
children, we feel
dependent on a
powerful parent
for protection. As
adults, we face
overwhelming
forces — natural
disasters,
disease, death —
that revive that
sense of
vulnerability.
Religion answers
by offering a
magnified,
cosmic father
figure who can
be propitiated
and loved.
The Three
Functions of
Religious
Ideas: According
to Freud,
religious beliefs
serve three main
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purposes: they
explain the
mysteries of the
universe (e.g.,
creation), they
provide comfort
in the face of
life’s harshness
(e.g., an
afterlife), and
they issue moral
precepts that
regulate social
life (e.g.,
commandments).
Religion as a
Mass Delusion:
Unlike a private
neurosis, religion
is a shared
delusion that
becomes socially
sanctioned.
Freud compares
it to a collective
obsessional
neurosis —
widespread but
culturally
accepted. He
suggests that
eventually,

humanity must
“grow up” and
leave this
childish phase
behind.
The Price of
Faith: Freud
warns that
religion demands
intellectual
sacrifice. It asks
people to believe
on authority
rather than
evidence, stifling
critical thought.
Over time, this
undermines the
very rationality
that civilization
needs to master
nature and
improve human
life.

The
Alternativ
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e: A
Scientific
Civilizatio

n
Freud does not merely
d e c o n s t r u c t ;  h e
proposes  a  positive
program. The future he
envisions is one where
humanity  places  its
trust in the intellect —
in  logos  ( reason)
instead of eros (desire
f o r  i l l u s i o n ) .  H e
a d v o c a t e s  f o r  a
g r a d u a l ,  p a t i e n t
educat ion  toward
real i ty ,  much  l ike
psychoanalysis  itself.
“Our  god,  Logos,”  he
writes, “is perhaps not
a  very  almighty  one,
and  he  may  only  be
able  to  fulfill  a  small
p a r t  o f  w h a t  h i s
predecessors  have

promised. But we must
accept  that.”  This  is
not  a  utopian  vision;
F reud  knows  tha t
reason can be cold and
unsatisfying,  but  he
believes it  is  the only
honest path.

“CIVILIZATION
AND ITS
DISCONTENTS” –
THE COMPANION
PIECE

Shor t l y  a f te r  The
Future  of  an  Illusion,
F r e u d  p u b l i s h e d
Civil ization  and  Its
Discontents  (1930),
which  deepens  his
pessimism. In the later
work, he acknowledges
that the suppression of
instincts  required  by
civilization  creates
chronic  unhappiness.
Religion  may  be  an
illusion,  but  it  does
provide  some  relief.
Here, Freud seems less
confident  than  in  the
earl ier  book  about
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whether  reason  alone
c a n  s a t i s f y  t h e
emotional  needs  that
religion  meets.  This
t e n s i o n  r e m a i n s
u n r e s o l v e d :  c a n
secular  society  ever
offer  a  compelling
sense  of  meaning,
c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d
comfort?

CRITICISMS OF
FREUD’S THESIS

No  serious  discussion
of  The  Future  of  an
Illusion  can  ignore  its
limitations. Critics have
raised several powerful
objections.

The
Reductionist
View of
Religion:
Detractors argue
that Freud
reduces the
richness of
religious
experience to a
single

psychological
mechanism —
the father
complex. This
ignores the
diversity of
religious
traditions,
mysticism,
ethical
dimensions, and
cultural contexts.
Religion is not
merely a
projection; it also
shapes human
consciousness in
ways that cannot
be fully
explained by
wish fulfillment.
The
Overconfident
Rationalism:
Freud’s faith in
science can
appear naïve.
Science itself
rests on
premises that
cannot be proven
(e.g., the
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uniformity of
nature).
Moreover, the
twentieth
century showed
that secular
ideologies can
become just as
dogmatic and
violent as any
religion. Reason
without
compassion can
be cold and
tyrannical.
Empirical
Challenges:
Contemporary
research in
cognitive science
of religion
suggests that
religious beliefs
may have
evolutionary
roots that go
beyond
individual wish
fulfillment. They
may promote
group cohesion
and altruism,

which are
adaptive. This
does not confirm
religion’s truth,
but it
complicates
Freud’s view of it
as a mere
“neurosis.”
The Prognostic
Failure: Freud
predicted that as
science
advances,
religion would
recede. While
secularization
has indeed
occurred in parts
of Europe,
religion remains
vibrant (and
even resurgent)
in many regions
— including the
United States,
the Middle East,
and Africa. The
“future of an
illusion” appears
to be a future
alongside
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reason, not
replaced by it.

CONTEMPORARY
RELEVANCE:
FREUD’S INSIGHTS
IN A POST-
SECULAR AGE

D e s p i t e  t h e s e
criticisms,  Freud’s
ana lys i s  rema ins
remarkably  relevant.
The  rise  of  populism,
conspiracy  theories,
and even “spiritual but
n o t  r e l i g i o u s ”
movements shows that
the psychological need
fo r  ce r ta in ty  and
belonging  has  not
vanished. In a world of
c l i m a t e  a n x i e t y ,
political instability, and
digital echo chambers,
p e o p l e  s t i l l  s e e k
illusions  that  provide
order  and  meaning.
Moreover,  Freud’s
warning  about  the
dangers  of  intellectual
sacrifice  resonates

today.  When  leaders
demand unquestioning
faith  —  whether  in  a
political  ideology,  a
brand, or a charismatic
figure  —  they  exploit
the  same  chi ldl ike
dependence that Freud
identified. His call for a
culture  of  reason,
critical  thinking,  and
emotional  maturity  is
more urgent than ever.
The  key  insight  from
T h e  F u t u r e  o f  a n
I l lusion  is  not  that
religion will  disappear,
b u t  t h a t  w e  m u s t
become  conscious  of
our  own  i l lus ions,
whatever  form  they
take.

THE RELIGIOUS
RESPONSE:
BEYOND FREUD’S
DICHOTOMY

Many  theologians  and
philosophers  have
engaged  with  Freud’s
critique,  arguing  that
he  misconstrues  what
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f a i t h  m e a n s .  F o r
i n s t a n c e ,  t h e
Protestant  theologian
Paul  Tillich  described
God not as a being but
as  the  “ground  o f
being,”  which  cannot
be reduced to a father
figure.  Others,  like  the
philosopher  John  Hick,
see religious beliefs as
interpretat ions  of
experience rather than
literal  projections.  In
th is  v iew,  Freud’s
psychology  does  not
d i s p r o v e  t h e
transcendent;  it  only
explains  some  of  the
psychological  forms
religion  takes.  The
debate  continues,  but
Freud’s  work  forces
believers  to  examine
their  own  motivations
honestly.

CONCLUSION:
BETWEEN LOGOS
AND ILLUSION

Freud’s Future of an
Illusion  remains  a

l a n d m a r k  i n  t h e
intellectual  history  of
s e c u l a r i s m .  I t
challenges  us  to  ask:
are  we  brave  enough
to  l ive  without  the
comforting stories that
soften the harshness of
reality? Freud was not
naive:  he  understood
that  reason  a lone
cannot  sat isfy  the
heart.  Yet  he  insisted
that maturity demands
that we try. The “future
of  an  illusion,”  as  he
saw it, was a slow and
difficult  transition  from
a childhood of faith to
an adulthood of ethical
reason.
Today,  we  l ive  in  a
world that is both more
secu la r  and  more
spiritual  than  Freud
could  have  imagined.
The illusions have not
vanished;  they  have
multiplied.  But  so  has
the capacity for critical
thought .  Perhaps
Freud’s most enduring



10

10 Future Of An Illusion Freud 2023-10-30

l e g a c y  i s  n o t  h i s
prediction  of  religion’s
d e m i s e ,  b u t  h i s
insistence  on  honesty
about our own wishes.
Whether  we  embrace
faith,  reason,  or  some
kind of hybrid, we must
first  recognize  the

illusions we hold. That
self-awareness  —  the
psychoanalytic  call  to
“know  thyse l f ”  —
remains  the  most
radical  idea  in  The
Future  of  an  Illusion,
and it is as urgent now
as it was in 1927.


