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From ideology to articles  
of faith: The ‘religification’  
of political beliefs
Man is a political animal.

—Aristotle,  
Politics, Book 1, Section 1253a

Religion is the opium of the people.
 —Karl Marx,  

A contribution to the critique of Hegel’s 
philosophy of right, introduction

Beliefs are at the core of psychiatric prac-
tice. Our patients are often shackled by 
their anomalous beliefs, which are not 
reality-based. These beliefs are often the 
primary targets of psychiatric treatment. 
Consider a day at the office of a psy-
chiatrist who may see several patients 
impaired by false beliefs, such as:

•	My neighbor is reading my mind 
remotely and is plotting to kill me

•	If I ride on a plane, it will crash and 
I will die

•	I am a failure, a worthless person, 
and a burden on my family

•	I am hopeless and helpless; life 
is too painful and not worth living 
anymore

•	I am a prophet with supernatural 
gifts, and I can predict the future

•	Whenever I take this substance, I 
feel I can jump out of a window and fly

•	If I do not shower 5 times in a row 
every night before going to bed, some-
thing terrible will happen to my family.

Patients with false beliefs obviously 
need psychiatric care. However, a large 

number of religious individuals harbor 
“unusual” beliefs involving angels and 
devils and hell and paradise after death. 
Those people of faith are not considered 
to have a DSM-5 psychiatric disorder. 
Billions of people around the world 
belong to one of the approximately 4,300 
religions, which they celebrate using one 
of the more than 6,800 living languages. 
Psychiatrists encourage patients to have 
a faith because it can be quite comforting 
to its adherents, enhancing their social 
relations and providing them with hope 
and resilience during the darkest days 
of life. Regular attendance at a house of 
worship is a measure of the strong roots 
of one’s faith.

So why have there been so many reli-
gious wars over centuries of recorded 
history? Why have millions of people 
died during conflicts among religions? 
Why does one religious group ada-
mantly believe that theirs is the real 
God, while the god of other religions is 
fake? And why have people who with-
drew from or refused to adopt a certain 
religious belief been persecuted; labeled 
as “heretic,” “infidel,” “heathen,” 
or “apostate”; and burned at the stake 
or beheaded? Perhaps religion is not 
always a kinder, gentler belief system.

Recent statistics show a precipitous 
decline in religious observance in the 
United States.1 So what happens to a 
society that gradually abandons its 
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previously entrenched religious beliefs 
and becomes secular? This trend is 
spreading widely in Europe and North 
America. But widely held beliefs with 
powerful personal meaning don’t just 
fizzle away: they re-emerge in another 
form. The substantial energy of religious 
faith must be invested elsewhere and 
manifested in an alternative form with 
similar dynamics.

Enter politics!
It seems that humans’ need to uphold 
a strong belief is so powerful that they 
either incorporate political doctrines 
side-by-side with their religious beliefs 
(if the 2 are compatible) or adopt a strong 
political belief if they abandon their reli-
gion and become secular. This does not 
have to be an intellectually wrenching 
change because there are many simi-
larities between hyper-religiosity and 
fanatic political beliefs (Table).

The toxic hyperpartisanship that has 
dominated the United States over the 
past several years may be the culmina-
tion of an intensified “religification” of 
politics. The incendiary mix of religious 

zealotry and political fanaticism is con-
ducive to intensified loathing, hostility, 
and animus to those with an opposing 
political ideology.

So it all boils down to the human 
imperative of harboring a strong personal 
belief. What is the origin of beliefs, reli-
gious, political, or otherwise? Why does 
the human species have the overwhelm-
ing need to uphold a belief? Research 
suggests that it is the result of evolu-
tion and the phylogenetic enlargement 
of the brain, including the parietal and 
medial frontal cortex in humans.2 And 
according to many studies, abnormal 
and delusional beliefs encountered in 
psychiatric practice appear to be caused 
by altered perception and/or misattri-
bution of aversive meaning.3 Lesions in 
the right hemisphere have been reported 
to play an important role in generating 
delusional beliefs.4 A healthy right hemi-
sphere plays an important role in: 

•	pragmatic communications
•	perceptual integration
•	attentional surveillance and anom-

aly novelty detection
•	belief updating.4 
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Table

Similarities between religion and politics
Religion Politics

Articles of faith Ideology or doctrine

Demonizes the devil Demonizes the opposition party

Differences trigger wars Responsible for declaring wars

Criticizes political beliefs Criticizes religious beliefs

Belief in a “god” Belief in a “leader”

Infighting within sects Infighting between moderates and radicals

Antipathy to other religions Hatred towards other political parties

Can be politicized Can be religified

Dogmatic belief system Dogmatic belief system

Fervor and zealotry Fanaticism and extremism

Excommunicates dissidents “Cancels” the dissidents

Inquisition for nonbelievers Special prosecutors for “the other side”

Solicits donations Solicits contributions

Infused with moral tenets Driven by legal principles

Fraught with corruption and scandals Saddled with corruption and scandals

continued on page 19
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Right hemispheric pathology disrupts 
those functions and can lead to false 
beliefs such as delusions, or, on a milder 
scale, strongly held superstitions.

One wonders how the structure 
and function of the right hemisphere 
generates and perpetuates a belief in a 
religion or political ideology that ulti-
mately shapes one’s life. Religiosity 
and politics are an inherent part of 
human nature, and they can replace 
each other or merge together. If one is 
to believe what Durkheim5 proposed 
more than a century ago, the exis-
tence of belief systems is essential for 
societal stability. He posited that the 
absence of stable belief systems can 
lead to what he labeled “anomie,” 
leading to a surge of suicide and 
crime. If that is true, then the coexis-
tence of religious and political beliefs 
may have a significant upside, but 

also with a palpable downside when 
either or both of those belief systems 
become excessively antagonistic or 
extreme. Three cheers for religious 
and political moderation that allows 
them to peacefully coexist.

Henry A. Nasrallah, MD
Editor-in-Chief
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